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Abstract 
This ethnographic qualitative case study explores how Bislama (a Melanesian 
creole and Vanuatu’s national language) influences young learners’ lexical choices in 
their written English in a rural Vanuatu primary school. This context presents 
numerous challenges for both teachers and learners, particularly in regard to the 
debate surrounding the use of Bislama in education and falling English literacy 
levels. The data was collected at a government primary school in rural Vanuatu 
during one term in 2013, in both a grade 3 (G3) and composite grade 5/6 (G5/6) 
class. The data comprise: (1) classroom observations of the English language classes; 
(2) writing samples collected from 7 participants in G3, and 8 participants in G5/6; 
and (3) post-observation interviews with the school principal, the G3 and G5/6 
teachers and the 15 child participants. The data was analysed through a sociocultural 
theoretical lens, holistically aligning theories of mediation and the zone of proximal 
development with scaffolding theory and Gibson’s theory of affordances (1977; 
1986). I take the position that learning is a mediated process situated in social 
practice with language seen as a culturally constructed artefact used to mediate 
learning within a particular situational and cultural context. 
The findings indicate that the teachers used Bislama as a linguistic resource for 
methodological and social purposes when teaching vocabulary in order to scaffold 
and mediate their young learners’ understanding of new English words. While this 
was reflected in some of the children’s writing samples revealing Bislama’s 
affordances, other samples highlighted particular challenges that Bislama poses for 
the children. These challenges included numerous false cognates along with 
phonological and orthographic influences which the Ni-Vanuatu children did not 
perceive, resulting in errors in their writing. Nevertheless, the data also suggests that 
these challenges can be overcome when the similarities and differences between 
Bislama and English are accurately identified. This indicates that Bislama itself does 
not present linguistic issues, but rather how these similarities and differences are 
perceived and utilized by teachers and learners. Thus, it is proposed that explicit 
teaching of the similarities and differences between Bislama and English can 
improve not only vocabulary learning, but also writing in English.  
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This study concludes therefore that Bislama can have a positive influence on 
the lexical choices in the children’s written English. Bislama has the potential to be 
used as a linguistic resource in terms of both its formal and semantic features, in 
order to facilitate not only the learning of English vocabulary, but also writing in 
English for young language learners. It is recommended therefore that Ni-Vanuatu 
teachers strategically use Bislama to scaffold and mediate vocabulary learning by 
drawing on the children’s own histories, backgrounds and personal experiences, thus 
fostering a shared cultural identity by contextualizing the vocabulary on familiar 
social and cultural levels that the children can directly relate to. Despite limitations in 
terms of methodological design and scope, this study offers valuable contributions 
towards understanding the influences of Bislama on vocabulary and writing.  
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 Chapter 1: Introduction 
This ethnographic case study investigates the influences of Bislama on young 
primary learners’ lexical choices in their written English in a government primary 
school on the island of Menua Lava1 in rural Vanuatu. This study is particularly 
timely given that Vanuatu’s Ministry of Education and Training (MOET)2 is now 
moving towards including the use of Bislama in education in early primary (grades 
1-3), despite ongoing concerns among stakeholders regarding the use of Bislama in 
education (Early, 1999; Education Language Policy Team, 2010; Elley & Lumelume, 
2009; Lynch, 1996; Miles 1998; Obed, 2014). After providing some contextual 
background and personal impetus for this study, this chapter presents relevant 
contextual information regarding the linguistic profile of the nation, the educational 
context and introduces the education language policy. The aims, research questions, 
and significance of the research study are then presented, before concluding with an 
outline of the thesis.  
In order to avoid confusion and to maintain consistency when referring to the 
young participants in this study, the terms ‘young learners’ and ‘children’ have been 
used interchangeably, rather than the term ‘students’. The term ‘students’ can often 
refer to young and older learners, including youth and adults. Using the terms ‘young 
learners’ and ‘children’ therefore serves as a reminder of the young age of the 
participants (i.e., 9-13 years).  
1.1 BACKGROUND 
The national language of Vanuatu is Bislama which is a creole with an adapted 
English vocabulary. Despite its widespread use across Vanuatu from everyday social 
purposes to parliamentary discussion (Early, 2003), its use within education has been 
a topic of much debate for over thirty years. While there are numerous linguists who 
support the use of Bislama in Vanuatu education (cf. Crowley, 1996a/b; Early, 2009; 
1 For ethical reasons, pseudonyms have been used in place of real names of the island, the 
participating school, and the identities of all the participants throughout this study. The ethical reasons 
for this are discussed in Chapter 4. 
2 The Ministry of Education and Training (MOET) was formally known as the Ministry of Education 
(MoE). 
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 Lynch, 1996; Siegel, 1997; 2006; Willans, 2011; 2013; 2014), there have been 
concerns that Bislama causes confusion and interferes with English language 
acquisition and communicating successfully in English3, largely due to the lexical 
similarities between English and Bislama (cf. Early, 1999; Education Language 
Policy Team, 20104; Elley & Lumelume, 2009; Lynch, 1996; Miles 1998, Obed, 
2014). Amid this debate, English and French have remained the principal languages 
of education as detailed in the Constitution since Vanuatu gained political 
independence from British and French rule in 1980. Consequently, language policies 
enforcing English and French as the main languages of instruction in both primary 
and secondary schools from Kindergarten/Grade 1 onwards have been enforced. This 
has occurred despite the fact that in rural areas, which account for three quarters of 
Vanuatu’s population (2009 census), English and French are rarely used outside the 
classroom environment (Lobanga Tamtam, 2004; MOET, 2014a; Willans, 2013). 
However, a new language policy endorsed in 2012 by Vanuatu’s Council of 
Ministers prescribes the use of Bislama and the vernaculars in grades one, two and 
three as languages of instruction, and to assist the understanding of lesson content in 
other year levels (MOET, 2012; See Appendix A). While this indicates how the 
Vanuatu government is now accepting and valuing Bislama in education, recent 
literature implies that negative views towards Bislama remain among teachers and 
parents (Obed, 2014; Willans, 2013).  
These issues were noted during visits to Vanuatu in 2009, 2011 and 2012, 
when I was invited as a TESOL and literacy teacher educator and consultant by the 
Education Director at the Vanuatu Seventh Day Adventist (SDA) Mission, to work in 
different provinces with numerous Ni-Vanuatu teachers from SDA and government 
schools. In particular, an obvious dissonance was evident among many of these 
teachers regarding concerns that Bislama “ruins English”. At one particular SDA 
primary school I visited, all the Ni-Vanuatu teachers and the school principal 
expressed concern that Bislama negatively impacted on English language learning 
3 Although not the focus of this study, concerns have also been raised from the francophone side that 
Bislama interferes with the learning of French. 
4 A number of documents have been published that document the MOETT’s strategies, goals, policies, 
values and principles for teaching and learning. These have been referenced as the following in this 
case study: Education Language Policy Team (2009; 2010); Government of Vanuatu (2009); Ministry 
of Education and Training (1997; 2006; 2010; 2011; 2012; 2014a; 2014b); Vanuatu National 
Language Council (2005). 
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 (ELL), and consequently had banned it from their classrooms altogether in favour of 
their local vernacular and English. These concerns were also emulated at a nearby 
government school where I was also invited to visit. On a wall outside a classroom, I 
observed a poster stipulating that English and French must be the only language used 
by children in the classrooms. The poster also stated various penalties if children 
disobeyed this rule, thus implying that they would be punished if found to be using 
their island’s vernacular or Bislama (see Figure 1.1). The origin and development of 
Bislama, along with its linguistic nature is discussed in more detail in Chapter 2.  
 
Figure 1.1. Detail of a poster found outside a government school in Vanuatu. 
In addition, English literacy levels have been found to be very low, particularly 
in rural areas with most primary learners reported to have “serious weaknesses in 
writing and… a very limited vocabulary in English” (Elley & Lumelume, 2009, p.5). 
Other research conducted by the Vanuatu Education Policy Advocacy Coalition in 
the rural province of Shefa, reported English literacy levels in the overall local 
population to be below 30% with only 32% of primary school leavers being 
functionally literate in English (Vanuatu Independent, 2011). More recently, the 
MOET (2014b) announced that a Vanuatu Early Grade Reading Assessment baseline 
survey (VanEGRA) reported that literacy levels are low for both English and French 
with 76-99% of children in grades one, two and three struggling with English literacy 
skills.  These research results are acknowledged in the National EFA5 2015 Review 
5 EFA stands for ‘Education for All’, an initiative of UNESCO.  
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 Report6 which states, “standardized assessments suggest that students are failing in 
large numbers to achieve basic skills in [literacy]” (Ministry of Education and 
Training, 2014a, p.7). This has been largely attributed to how Vanuatu maintains a 
“strong oral tradition” (MOET, 2014a, p.25) with most of the local vernaculars not 
having a written form which as the MOET (2014a) notes, are used more on a daily 
basis in their communities, rather than Bislama, English or French. Additionally, 
Bislama’s written form has only very recently been formally standardized (MOET, 
2014b) with the most common 100 words in Bislama being taught for the first time 
in Grade 1 from 2015 onwards. Combined, these issues result in Ni-Vanuatu children 
beginning their learning of English with limited literacy skills in their own 
languages. This, together with the fact that English and French are rarely used 
outside classroom environments in everyday conversation, appears to further impede 
literacy development in Bislama, English and French (MOET, 2014a).  
On a trip to Port Vila and Menua Lava in 2012, I became increasingly aware of 
the concerns regarding low English literacy levels. On my arrival to Port Vila I was 
informed of recent conferences being conducted by the MOET for the purpose of 
discussing English literacy issues and development initiatives, and how schools were 
being impelled to directly work towards increasing English language reading and 
writing proficiency. Later, as I met with the Vanuatu SDA Mission Education 
Director, a regional curriculum consultant, and school principals and teachers 
(primary and secondary) from different provinces, it became evident that the 
concerns surrounding falling English literacy levels were widespread across all of 
Vanuatu. Hence, after becoming more aware of these concerns and reports of low 
literacy levels along with the debate surrounding Bislama itself, this prompted me to 
investigate how Bislama influences ELL, in particular the young learners’ lexical 
choices in their written English. This resulting study is therefore timely, particularly 
in view of recent language policy changes now being formally implemented which 
indicates a growing acceptance of Bislama in education. These recent language 
policy changes are discussed in more detail in section 1.3.1 below.  
At this point it is important to acknowledge my position as a non-indigenous 
researcher in rural Vanuatu and the challenges that non-indigenous researchers often 
6 This document was published in September 2014 and is therefore referenced as: Ministry of 
Education and Training (2014a) despite having ‘2015’ in the report’s title.  
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 face. Questions arise such as: Who benefits from our representations, and are they 
valid? Whose story is it, the researched or the researcher’s? Who is the research for, 
and what difference will it make? (Cram, 1997; Pillow, 2003; Smith, 1999). Smith 
(1999) notably argues that too little research benefits research subjects in indigenous 
contexts, while Hill and May (2013) further point out that the participants, along with 
their languages and cultures, are frequently misrepresented. As such, reflexive 
considerations regarding the postionality of non-indigenous researchers demand 
constant interrogation (Georganne Nordstrom, personal communication, 18 January, 
2015).  
Consequently, this ethnographic case study seeks to practically benefit Ni-
Vanuatu primary teachers and subsequently their young learners. My motivation to 
investigate the influences of Bislama on ELL stemmed from invitations from both 
expatriate and Ni-Vanuatu educators to train primary Ni-Vanuatu teachers on 
different islands in Vanuatu. Accordingly, as a teacher educator in their context, it is 
my responsibility to not only be aware of the particular teaching and learning issues 
Ni-Vanuatu teachers regularly face, but how these issues can be managed from both 
theoretical and practical standpoints in order to meet their pedagogical needs and 
concerns. As Graves (2000) outlines, in any teaching-learning situation, meeting the 
learners’ needs – particularly if those learners are teachers themselves – is integral to 
any course. Hence, as teachers shared with me their concerns regarding Bislama and 
their fears of how it negatively influences ELL in general, these concerns highlighted 
to me their need to understand how this issue can be effectively managed, 
particularly given that Bislama is often the preferred language spoken in public 
spaces.  
To this end, Cram (1997, p.45) offers a meaningful way that research can 
benefit indigenous communities. She contends that when research is conducted for 
the benefit of others, it empowers them by “informing resource allocation and 
facilitating control” (Cram, 1997, p.45) to the researched, rather than the researcher. 
Thus, this perspective of research has the potential to give power to the researched in 
offering them the opportunity to make their own informed choices with the 
information they are given (Cram, 1997). Therefore, as a teacher educator for a 
growing number of Ni-Vanuatu primary teachers, a personal aim of this study is for 
it to have a significant benefit for the very teachers I continue to work with – to 
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 empower them to further develop their own pedagogical practice, along with their 
children’s learning of English vocabulary and writing. As Chapman & Kinloch 
(2011, p.380) explain, teachers can be offered opportunities to “replicate good 
practice, [and] alter or eliminate less-successful elements of their approaches to 
education”. This study therefore takes an emic perspective – or an ‘insider’ view of 
the phenomenon gained from personal experience and familiarity with Vanuatu 
culture – which allows me to explore these issues ‘internally’ from the participants’ 
viewpoint within their own context. I discuss how I took an emic perspective and 
considered my position as a non-indigenous researcher in more detail in Chapter 4. I 
turn now to outline the unique geographical and linguistic features of Vanuatu and 
Menua Lava, and provide some background information about the education context 
and the language policy which contextualize this study.  
1.2 GEO-LINGUISTIC CONTEXT 
1.2.1 The geography of Vanuatu and the island of Menua Lava 
The Republic of Vanuatu comprises of an archipelago of 83 islands in the 
western part of the South Pacific Ocean known as Melanesia, almost 2000km north 
east of Brisbane. The estimated current population of Vanuatu is over 275,000 with 
approximately a quarter living in the two principal urban areas of the country, Port 
Vila, and Luganville (locally known as Santo). The remaining population (75%) live 
rurally in small townships and villages and largely maintain a traditional Melanesian 
lifestyle and culture with the main source of income being small-scale agricultural 
farming, fishing and tourism. The small remote island of Menua Lava is one such 
rural community and has an estimated population of 2500 people, many of whom 
come from neighbouring islands. Corresponding to the island’s small size and 
population, there are less than eight government primary schools, each attracting an 
average of between 40-100 young learners with most schools taking children from 
kindergarten up to grade 6. 
1.2.2 The linguistic profile of Vanuatu and Menua Lava  
This case study is situated in a diverse and complex multilingual context, partly 
due to the fact that before Vanuatu gained political independence in 1980, it was 
jointly ruled by Britain and France for 74 years. During this imperial rule, in the 
early 1960s the learning of English and French was enforced in education. Since 
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 then, the MOET (2010a) has kept English and French as the principal languages of 
education in order to maintain this historical heritage and a constitutional 
requirement. Today, the Vanuatu government sees the learning of English language 
and literacy as being necessary in order to participate in the global community, 
provide access to skills and knowledge including new technologies, and dealing 
“with the challenges Ni-Vanuatu face in [their] multilingual, dynamic and diverse 
nation” (MOET, 2010a, p.60).  
Along with Bislama, English and French, Vanuatu has over 100 actively 
spoken vernaculars, many of which can be found not only occurring simultaneously 
in the same province, but on the same islands with no single vernacular dominating 
nationally. Most children grow up speaking the vernaculars of their parents which 
may be two vernaculars if the parents come from different islands; Bislama is 
necessarily learnt as the national language and lingua franca, and then English and/or 
French is learnt at school (Mugler & Lynch, 1996). This linguistic diversity, 
particularly in regard to the vernaculars, is not only acknowledged in the preamble to 
the Constitution of the Republic of Vanuatu but also protected by law in the 
constitution itself. It reads, 
The Republic of Vanuatu shall protect the different local languages which 
are part of the national heritage, and may declare one of them as a national 
language. (Constitution of the Republic of Vanuatu, 1988, Article 3:2). 
Although the constitution allows for one of these local vernaculars to be made 
a national language, to date this has not eventuated which is not surprising given that 
the vernacular with the most speakers only counts for less than 6% of the entire 
population, and each vernacular is limited in its geographical spread (Crowley, 
2000). Nevertheless, the Vanuatu National Language Council (2005) upholds the 
status of the local vernaculars, describing them as the “vital expressions of Vanuatu’s 
social and cultural identity, expressing the intimate relationship of Ni-Vanuatu to 
their land and traditions” (Article 5.4). Thus, the Council calls for these languages to 
be preserved, revitalized (to save those on the verge of extinction), and promoted not 
only in education but generally in community activities and the media.  
 On the island of Menua Lava, a number of different vernaculars are spoken as 
a result of people moving to this island from other neighbouring islands. Although 
‘Language Menua Lava’ is spoken by many of the inhabitants, it is common for 
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 Menua Lava residents to speak ‘Language Menua Lava’ along with the vernacular 
from either the island from which they came, or their parents’ vernacular. Bislama is 
spoken fluently by almost all Menua Lava inhabitants and is the favoured language 
spoken at most public gatherings such as churches, meetings, and special events. 
According to the 2009 census, of those that live on Menua Lava, 51% know some 
English and 18% know some French (Vanuatu National Statistics Office, 2009). 
These statistics are lower than the national average whereby 64% of the general 
population knows some English and 36% of the population knows some French. 
However, in Menua Lava, much like the rest of rural Vanuatu, English and French 
remain foreign languages given that they are rarely used outside classrooms and only 
where necessary with infrequent visiting tourists and researchers (Crowley, 2000; 
Lobanga Tamtam, 2004; Willans, 2013). 
1.3 EDUCATIONAL CONTEXT 
The education context of Vanuatu is unique due to the country’s cultural and 
linguistic diversity, as the former Minister of Education, Charlot Salwai Tabimasmas 
(2009, p.3) explains,  
We have our own distinctive identity from our place in these islands, and 
from our own Vanuatu-based languages and culture. We have the 
opportunity to draw on all our languages, such as French, English, Bislama 
and many Vanuatu languages, in educating our children. 
However, this cultural and linguistically rich diversity has been masked 
somewhat by a dual education system, a legacy of the colonial era which divides 
education into separate Anglophone and Francophone systems (Meyerhoff, 2013; 
Tabimasmas, 2010). Consequently, due to numerous issues with this organizational 
structure, the Vanuatu Education System is currently going through a major reform 
(MOET, 2010a). Significant changes have been made to the curriculum and the 
national language policy as the Government of Vanuatu currently works towards 
unifying and improving the education system. 
 The primary school system comprises of grades 1-6 with children ideally 
beginning grade one at six years of age (MOET, 2014a). However, the 2009 census 
indicates that only 46% of children aged 5-15 were attending primary school at the 
time of the census, and recent government reports confirm that enrolment rates 
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 continue to be low, and vary considerably between provinces (MOET, 2014a). In 
addition, dropout rates, children repeating grades, and the over-age of many children 
in each grade level are also a concern, adding to the issues of school attendance and 
poor performance (MOET, 2014a). 
 Overall, few facilities and resources are available to teachers and children in 
primary schools. Due to the limited funding available for education, the Vanuatu 
government relies on external funding and non-government organizations (NGO) to 
provide much needed assistance. Consequently, the MOET (2006, p.8) documents 
that “there are insufficient funds for core services such as books, clean water and 
sanitation in schools, training of pre-service teachers [and] school maintenance”, and 
affirms that the conditions of primary schools, particularly in rural areas, fall below 
minimum standards. Indeed, many primary schools in Vanuatu are lacking in 
adequate furniture, teaching materials including stationery, teacher aids, and 
technological equipment such as photocopiers, telephones, faxes and computers. This 
is compounded by the limited electricity supply in many parts of Vanuatu.  
1.3.1 The national education language policy 
Regardless of the linguistic diversity in Vanuatu, the ‘languages of education’ 
may seem to be limited to English and French, as the Constitution of the Republic of 
Vanuatu outlines: 
The national language of the Republic of Vanuatu is Bislama. The official 
languages are Bislama, English and French. The principal languages of 
education are English and French (Constitution of the Republic of 
Vanuatu, 1988, Article 3:1, emphasis mine). 
While Bislama is listed as one of the ‘official languages’ here, it is superseded 
by English and French within the education context. Consequently, in all 
Anglophone schools, the principal language of instruction is English, and in all 
Francophone schools the principal language of instruction is French. Since Vanuatu 
gained independence in 1980, there has been much discussion by various policy 
bodies with various different education language policies being proposed (see 
Willans 2013 & 2014 for a comprehensive review). However, as Willans (2014) 
points out, there has been little change in terms of how English and French continue 
to remain as the preferred languages of instruction in classrooms. She argues,  
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 These two former colonial languages continue to be highly desired and, if 
anything, their status within the education system has increased with time, as 
it has become considered that ‘bilingualism’ in English and French is 
essential… space that might appear to have opened up for the vernaculars 
and Bislama has been shut down by the perceived need for all Ni-Vanuatu to 
have access to both English and French, and by a lack of serious 
interrogation of other possibilities (Willans, 2014, p.13). 
Willans (2014) explains here how the Vanuatu government appears to be 
maintaining their desire to see English and French used primarily in school 
classrooms, particularly after the early years of school. This also appears evident in 
the new national education language policy document, A Way Forward for a 
National Curriculum Policy for Language Teaching and Learning (referenced as: 
MOET, 2012) which was first written in 2010 and endorsed by the Council of 
Ministers in 2012. (See Appendix A). The first section begins with: 
Schools and teachers must: 
a) teach in either French or English in all schools…  
(MOET, 2012, Article 2.1a, p.2). 
With a corresponding footnote later in the document: 
LOI [Language of instruction] is the language that the school community has 
agreed will be the language of instruction used in their community school 
and must be by law one of the principal languages of education, either 
French or English (MOET, 2012, p.5 footnote). 
This move to keep English and French as the dominant languages of instruction 
has been rationalized in the MOET (2012) as having a “historical connection” (p.7) 
and by the MOET (2010) as reflecting their political heritage. The MOET (2010) 
further argues that the learning of English and French is necessary in order to 
participate in today’s global community since they are “international languages and 
important to Vanuatu’s economy” (p.64), along with providing access to skills and 
knowledge including new technologies. However, Willans (2014) argues that the 
“dual colonial period remains a barrier in the way of an education system that is 
appropriate in and for multilingual Vanuatu” (p.1). She contends that the MOET’s 
desire to keep the colonial languages at the forefront transpires despite the fact that 
English and French are foreign languages to almost all Ni-Vanuatu children, most of 
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 whom live in rural areas where English and French is rarely used outside the 
classroom (Willans, 2014). Indeed, Meyerhoff (2013) describes this move as a 
“legacy of the colonial Joint Condominium7” (p.224) with Vandeputte-Tavo (2013) 
similarly arguing that the Vanuatu government’s preservation of English and French 
in the education system is due to “old colonial representations which still persist” 
(p.260). (These issues and the debate surrounding the use of Bislama in education is 
discussed further in Chapter 2).  
However, while this new education language policy has a strong focus on 
keeping English and French as the dominant languages of instruction, it does allow 
the use of Bislama and the vernaculars, particularly for the first three years of 
primary school. As Article 2.1a (p.2) continues, the policy enforces that Bislama is to 
be used as a language of instruction in the classroom in years one, two and three. It 
reads: 
Schools and teachers must: 
a) teach in either French or English in all schools. However, in the first two 
years of school, Bislama or a local vernacular can be used while either 
French or English is introduced by the second semester of year 3. By the end 
of Year 3, the language of instruction should be either French or English 
(MOET, 2012, Article 2.1a, p.2, emphasis mine). 
This use of Bislama or a local vernacular in the early years is rationalized in 
the Vanuatu National Curriculum Statement8 with acknowledgement of research 
showing evidence that children’s learning of other languages is improved when they 
use their first language (L1); although the research being referred to in particular is 
not specified. Additionally, the MOET (2010) also acknowledges other research 
evidence that suggests learning development is compromised if the children's use of 
their first language is prevented too early, but again, details of the research evidence 
are not provided. Elsewhere, the new education language policy states: 
Use Bislama or a vernacular language to assist children to understand 
concepts or acquire skills (MOET, 2012, Article 2.1c, p.2) 
 
7 The ‘Joint Condominium’ that Meyerhoff (2013) is referring to here is the period of joint political 
rule over Vanuatu by Britain and France from 1906-1980. 
8 The Vanuatu National Curriculum Statement outlines particular values upon which this new 
language policy is based. 
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 All schools will provide opportunities to use Bislama or a vernacular 
language (MOET, 2012, Article 2.3b, p.3) 
 
Allow teachers, children and students to use Bislama, the national language 
or if preferred a local vernacular language, for day to day communication 
and to support students’ learning (MOET, 2012, Article 2.4g, p.4). 
It appears clear from these statements that Bislama is encouraged for helping 
children to understand concepts, acquire skills, support learning and day-to-day 
communication, all of which arguably constitute instructional discourse. As 
Commeyras and Inyega (2007) contend, a language of instruction “is the means by 
which learners come to access and understand information that ultimately leads to 
their further acquisition of life skills” (p.266). Therefore, since a language or medium 
of instruction can be defined simply as the language used in teaching, it seems 
apparent that behind the word choices used in the policy regarding Bislama, this 
policy is enforcing Bislama to be used in instructional discourse, i.e. as a language of 
instruction.  
 Additionally, the new language policy document states that certain subjects 
approved by the Minister for Education can be taught in Bislama although there is no 
indication in the policy what these subjects might be (Article 2.1b, p.2). The policy 
states: 
The system must ensure: 
p) all students’ language competence in reading, writing and speaking 
French and English and where appropriate a vernacular or Bislama is 
assessed and monitored at agreed levels of schooling and at intervals 
determined by the Ministry of Education and Training 
(MOET, 2012, Article 2.2p, p.3). 
 
Schools and teachers must: 
a) provide all students with the opportunity to learn French, English and 
Bislama irrespective of the language background of their communities 
(MOET, 2012, Article 2.3a, p.3). 
Although this language policy specifies that learners ‘must’ have opportunity 
to learn Bislama, including it seems reading, writing and speaking skills, it appears 
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 that this is limited to Years 1 and 2. By Year 3, it is specified that 80% of language 
class time ‘must’ be allocated for teaching in either English or French with only 20% 
of class time to teach a vernacular language or Bislama (Article 2.4c p.4). From Year 
4 onwards, 100% of language class time ‘must’ be allocated to the teaching of both 
principal languages of education, namely English and French (Article 2.4d/e, p.4). 
Beyond Year 3 therefore, it is questionable when learners can be given opportunity 
to learn and develop their literacy skills in Bislama or a vernacular language, or even 
be assessed in this language when all the language classroom time has been allocated 
to learning English and French.  
 It appears therefore, in comparison to past policy documents9 which allow a 
very limited use of Bislama in education, the new language policy reveals a 
significant change of thought, opening up more opportunities for the use of Bislama 
in classrooms, particularly as a language of instruction. However, while Bislama is 
now being recognized as an important element in children’s learning, the languages 
of the colonizers continue to dominate within education especially from year four 
onwards. Nevertheless, despite this post-colonial legacy which seems set to continue, 
teachers appear to be given a loophole in being encouraged to use Bislama for 
specific pedagogical purposes. Nowhere in the policy does it state that teachers must 
teach in English or French at all times which consequently allows teachers to use 
discretion in their choice of classroom language in order to benefit children’s 
learning. This is significant, and an advantage for learners given that English and 
French are seldom used outside of the classroom, particularly in rural areas, and 
opportunities for further education where English and French would be utilized are 
very limited (Abongdia & Willans, 2013; Crowley, 2000; Lobanga Tamtam, 2004).  
However, these notable changes in favour of Bislama’s use in schools stand 
against the backdrop of controversy surrounding the use of Bislama in education. In 
an article appearing in the Vanuatu Post online, dated 22 November 2014, R. Obed (a 
senior MOET official) responds to a parent’s concerns about the MOET’s plans to 
begin using Bislama as a language of instruction in the early years of primary school. 
Obed (2014) encourages the parent to visit the MOET, gain access to the National 
9 See for example: Vanuatu National Language Council (2005). Vanuatu National Language Policy: 
Fifth draft. Retrieved 4 April, 2012, from:  
http://www.vanuatuculture.org/sitebm2/projects/vanuatu-nationallanguage-policy.shtml 
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 Curriculum Language Policy and talk to the Ni-Vanuatu officers involved in the 
policy development in order to dispel any concerns and fears. Obed (2014) then goes 
further to explain the measures undertaken which informed the formulation of the 
new policy, namely:  
• Conducting a number of research studies and holding discussions to 
address issues of low literacy, assessment and complexities due to 
Vanuatu’s multilingual context 
• Consulting international research 
• Consulting government documents, such as the National Constitution and 
national policy documents 
• Consulting numerous parents’ views on the new language policy 
• Conducting experiments in some schools in order to examine how low 
English literacy levels could be improved. 
(Adapted from Obed, 2014) 
Obed’s (2014) description of the MOET’s considerations in preparing the new 
language policy indicates the government’s openness to assure the Ni-Vanuatu 
public (in this case, a concerned parent) of the approaches taken towards improving 
education. Nevertheless, specific details of the conducted research or experiments are 
not provided. This ‘openness’ appears to be for the purpose of reassuring the parent 
that their concerns and fears regarding the use of Bislama in the early years of 
primary school are unnecessary. This also indicates the government’s confidence that 
using Bislama as a language of instruction in the early years of school will not be 
detrimental to learning, but may actually improve low English literacy levels and 
resolve some of the issues surrounding the complexities of Vanuatu’s multilingual 
diversity. It appears then, that after thirty years of debate surrounding the use of 
Bislama in education with literature reporting that it is not accepted as a language of 
instruction in schools (cf. Crowley, 1996b; 2006; Lynch, 1996; Siegel, 1997; 1999; 
2007; Willans, 2011; see Chapter 2, section 2.1.6), the Vanuatu government now 
seems to be turning in favour of its use in education – in the early years of schooling 
at least.   
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 1.4 AIMS OF THE STUDY AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE RESEARCH 
The overall objective of this study is to explore the influences of Bislama on 
young learners’ lexical choices in their written English in a rural Vanuatu primary 
school. This main objective is explored through three interrelating data sets, namely: 
classroom observations, interviews with the teachers and children, and writing 
samples from the young participants. As such, this study explores the Ni-Vanuatu 
teachers’ use of Bislama in the English language classroom examining in particular 
the frequency of its use, when it is used, and the purpose for its use. In addition, this 
study examines how Bislama is used as a scaffolding tool for mediating English 
vocabulary learning. Subsequently within the context of this teacher talk, this study 
explores indications of this mediation in the lexical choices of the children’s written 
English. A further aim of this study is to examine in more detail within the lexical 
choices of the children’s writing, what influence Bislama has on their written 
English. In order to investigate these issues, the main research question along with 
three sub-questions were as follows: 
What influences of Bislama are evident in young learners’ lexical choices in 
their written English in a rural Vanuatu primary classroom? 
i. When, how often and for what purpose do the Ni-Vanuatu primary teachers use 
Bislama while teaching English vocabulary?  
ii. How do the Ni-Vanuatu primary teachers use Bislama as a scaffolding tool for 
mediating English vocabulary learning?  
iii. To what extent are the teachers’ use of Bislama and the influences of Bislama 
more generally evident in the young learners’ lexical choices in their written 
English?  
The overall significance of this case study is the contribution it makes to 
knowledge regarding the influences of Bislama on English vocabulary learning and 
young learners’ lexical choices in their English writing. Subsequently, this study 
contributes to teaching practice and knowledge within the Vanuatu context, 
particularly given the recent changes made in the education language policy and how 
implementation of this is now imminent (MOET, 2014b). Additionally, there appears 
to be a dearth of available research in the South Pacific region examining the use and 
impact of national languages like Bislama and code-switching in primary EFL 
contexts resulting in a considerable gap in the literature. As outlined in Chapter 2, 
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 significant gaps remain regarding the use of pidgins and creoles in education, 
particularly research exploring the use of Bislama in education, the teacher’s use of 
the L1 and code-switching in primary second language (L2) classrooms, and the 
learner’s use of lexical transfer and vocabulary in L2 writing. In each case, there 
appears to be very limited research within TESOL primary contexts and also within 
the context of the South Pacific region. The results of this research therefore have the 
potential to inform the debate of L1 use in L2 classrooms from a South Pacific 
perspective. 
1.5 ORGANIZATION OF THE THESIS 
This chapter has introduced the purpose for this study, and provided some 
background in terms of the geo-linguistic context of Vanuatu and Menua Lava, the 
educational context, and the new language policy. The remainder of this study is 
organized into six chapters which are structured as follows:  
Chapter 2 reviews and critically examines the literature regarding: (1) the 
origin and development of Bislama and the debates surrounding its use in education; 
(2) teacher L1 use and code-switching in primary EFL/ESL contexts; (3) lexical 
transfer; and (4) the teaching and learning of vocabulary and writing for young 
learners. Chapter 3 outlines the theoretical framework underpinning this study which 
incorporates sociocultural theory, mediation, the zone of proximal development, 
scaffolding theory, and affordance theory. Following this, Chapter 4 presents details 
of the methodology outlining the research design, site selection, participants, the data 
collection methods and analysis, and ethical considerations. Chapters 5 and 6 then 
analyze and discuss the findings. Chapter 5 focuses on the teacher’s use of Bislama 
during the classroom observations and the influence this had on the children’s 
writing. Chapter 6 explores other influence of Bislama in the children’s writing 
samples. Finally Chapter 7 summarizes the findings from Chapters 5 and 6 and 
presents the theoretical, methodological and practical contributions this study makes, 
before outlining the study’s limitations and possibilities for future research. 
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 Chapter 2: Literature Review 
This chapter critically reviews the literature which further contextualizes and 
informs this study. Firstly, I define pidgins and creoles then outline the linguistic 
nature of Bislama and explore the debate surrounding the use of Bislama in 
education. This is followed by the wider debate on the use of the first language (L1) 
in second language (L2) classrooms, examines code-switching itself, and critiques 
the research on teacher code-switching in the primary EFL and ‘English only’ 
context, and in the South Pacific region. I turn next to examine the concepts of 
language distance and similarity, lexical transfer and its occurrence in L2 writing.  
Finally I explore the teaching and learning of vocabulary and writing, examining 
what it means to know a word, vocabulary instruction, the characteristics and 
challenges of children’s L2 writing, and selected research exploring the relationship 
between young learners’ use of vocabulary and the quality of their L2 writing.  
2.1 BISLAMA 
2.1.1 Defining a pidgin and creole 
A pidgin can develop as a language of necessity when people from different 
speech communities who neither share a common language nor have opportunity or 
time to learn one another’s language – yet have a need to communicate – are in 
contact over a prolonged period of time in situations such as large migrations of 
plantation workers or extensive trading on coastal areas (Nichols, 1996; Siegel, 2005; 
2010; Stockwell, 2003). In their efforts towards meaningful communication, 
speakers from each speech community will simplify their own lexis and syntax, often 
borrowing words and phrases from one another’s language, particularly the dominant 
language, in order to accommodate the other speech community (Nichols, 1996; 
Siegel, 2005; 2010; Stockwell, 2003; Tyron & Charpentier, 2004). Consequently, 
distinct notions of power are evident in the resulting simplified language or pidgin. 
Along with a restricted range of functions, the subsequent lexicon is limited and 
often dominated by the language of the more powerful community group (who are 
often the colonizers), while the ensuing simplified grammar is influenced by the less 
powerful community group (who are often the ones being colonized) (Nichols, 1996; 
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 Stockwell, 2003; Tyron & Charpentier, 2004). In terms of use, pidgins are limited to 
contact between those of different speech communities as a lingua franca with the 
speakers switching back to their native language at other times; thus a pidgin remains 
culturally neutral and no-one’s first language (L1) (Charpentier, 1997; Nichols, 
1996; Stockwell, 2003; Wardhaugh, 2010). However, when a pidgin’s use is 
increased and the language is acquired as a child’s L1, it becomes a creole which by 
then has a fuller range of functions, a richer lexicon and a more complex grammar 
(Siegel, 2005; Tyron & Charpentier, 2004). Nevertheless as Stockwell (2003) 
indicates, not all pidgins result in creoles, and it is even possible to have co-existence 
between a pidgin and a creole between rural and urban communities respectively. 
As a result of these characteristics of pidgins and creoles, issues regarding the 
‘legitimacy’ of these languages have resulted in significant discussion in the 
literature. Stockwell (2003, p.23) asserts that a pidgin should not be considered as 
“simply a ‘broken’ form of one of the languages”, but having its own systems of 
rules which need to be learnt. Similarly, Wardhaugh (2010, p.54) goes further to 
argue that a pidgin is not a “bad variety” of the language of the dominant power, but 
one that has “its own legitimacy, that is, its own history, structure, array of functions, 
and the possibility of winning recognition as a separate, empowering ‘proper’ 
language”. In fact it is argued further that creoles are ‘normal’ languages 
(Kouwenberg & Singler, 2008; Muysken, 1988), as Wardhaugh (2010, p.59) 
contends, “in almost every sense” since it is the mother tongue of a new generation; 
although the choice of the word ‘almost’ here implies a degree of reservation. 
However, the literature also reports that pidgins and creoles are often marginalized 
and remembered as being the language of slaves or plantation workers, resulting in 
negative attitudes, repressive associations, and a keen sense of low prestige 
(Charpentier, 1997; Crowley, 1996a; Lynch, 1996; Siegel, 2005). For example, 
Siegel (2005) points out that pidgins and creoles are widely believed by their users to 
be an ‘illegitimate’ language, being “deviant and corrupt forms of their lexifiers” 
(p.145) and thus shunned for their use in formal and public contexts. Nevertheless, in 
private settings within the communities in which they are used, pidgins and creoles 
are highly valued where they help to maintain solidarity and social identity (Siegel, 
2005).   
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 2.1.2 The origin and development of Bislama  
Bislama is a typical case regarding its linguistic development and the issues 
surrounding its use in Vanuatu. According to Crowley (2004), in the mid-1800s 
extensive trading was conducted between Australia, China and southern Melanesia 
(specifically, southern Vanuatu and the Loyalty Islands near New Caledonia). 
Australia traded iron, cloth and other wares for sandalwood and bêche-de-mer 
(French for sea slugs) in southern Melanesia, and then traded the sandalwood and 
bêche-de-mer for tea in China. At this time ‘South Seas Jargon’ (a pidgin used by 
whaling crews between islands in the south Pacific from the early 1800s), became 
the basis for an established means of communication between these traders and this 
pidgin become known as ‘bêche-de-mer English’ (Crowley, 2004; Tyron & 
Charpentier, 2004; Tyron, 1987). As ‘bêche-de-mer English’ developed and obtained 
its own linguistic characteristics separating it from ‘South Seas Jargon’, ‘bêche-de-
mer English’ shortened to ‘bichelamar’ (or ‘beach-la-mar’ among English speakers), 
eventually becoming the name ‘Bislama’ for the language we know today (Crowley, 
1990; 2004; 2000).  
From its early days in the 1800s, as the language of the sandalwood and sea 
slug trade in southern Vanuatu, Bislama became the lingua franca of those living 
further north in Vanuatu, many of whom were recruited to work on the sugarcane 
plantations in Queensland in the mid to late 1800s (Crowley, 2004; 2000). As the 
plantation economy grew not only in Queensland, but also in Vanuatu, constant 
population movement contributed to not only the development of Bislama as a 
language of necessity among a vast diversity of different speech communities, but 
also to its spread throughout Vanuatu (Crowley, 1990; 2004; Tyron & Charpentier, 
2004). By the end of World War One, the grammatical and lexical changes in 
Bislama stabilized into the fundamental characteristics found in Bislama today 
(Crowley, 2004; Tyron, 1987). Since then, more vocabulary has been added as the 
functions of Bislama have increased to include social and political contexts 
(Crowley, 1990; 2004). By 1980, the Vanuatu government recognized Bislama as an 
independent language and as Vanuatu received independence from colonial British 
and French rule, Bislama was declared the national language of Vanuatu (Crowley, 
2004). This makes Vanuatu unique as the first nation to have set aside a colonial 
language for a language that began as a pidgin (Tyron & Charpentier, 2004).   
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 Today, as Vanuatu’s unifying politically neutral lingua franca, Bislama is 
considered a creole given its extensive vocabulary and complex grammatical 
structure along with the fact that due to the increase of Ni-Vanuatu living in mixed 
communities in urban areas, more children are growing up with Bislama as their L1 
instead of a local vernacular language (Crowley, 2004; Ministry of Education and 
Training (MOET), 2014b). As such, Bislama has become integral to the cultural 
identity of the people of Vanuatu. Cultural identity has been defined as “the 
relationship between individuals and members of a group who share a… common 
language” (Norton, 1997, p.420). This is also reflected in the Vanuatu National 
Curriculum Statement (Ministry of Education and Training, 2010a) which states, 
“language creates between us bonds that we intuitively know, understand and value. 
Language distinguishes our social group” (p.58). Thus, language, identity and culture 
are contested as being inextricably linked, in how meaning is created and 
communicated for particular purposes with language as a system for communicating 
those meanings; hence language has the ability to both reflect culture and also 
construct it (Carr, 1999; Crozet & Liddicoat, 1997; Lankshear, 1994).  
Indeed, Bislama is the only language to be found inscribed on Vanuatu coinage 
(Ripablik blong Vanuatu: ‘Republic of Vanuatu’), is included in the motto of the 
country’s coat of arms (Long God Yumi Stanap: ‘In God we stand’), and the entire 
national anthem is in Bislama. Additionally, Bislama contains many words from a 
variety of local vernaculars such as names of flora and fauna along with references to 
spirituality and traditional customs. Thus, as Crowley (1990) summarizes, Bislama 
has become a language that expresses a Melanesian identity rather than remaining a 
means to communicate with Europeans. 
Furthermore, Bislama shares a prominent position alongside English and 
French within the linguistic landscape throughout Vanuatu. Bislama (along with 
English and French in urban areas) can be seen on signs and billboards, in the media 
(radio, television and newspapers), advertisements, on formal and informal 
documents, letters and liturgical, medical and political literature. This exposure and 
emphasis given to Bislama reveals Vanuatu’s corporate social practices and as such, 
the inextricable link between Bislama and Vanuatu’s culture and consequently, Ni-
Vanuatu’s cultural identity. As Paviour-Smith (2005) asserts, “language is a 
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 possession of the cultural group who speak it… a continuation and extension of the 
linguistic cultural practices already in place” (p.224).  
It has therefore been claimed that Bislama has its own independent status, 
separate from English (Crowley, 2004; Kaplan & Baldauf, 2003). Indeed Crowley 
(2004) argues strongly that Bislama and English are so distinct that foreigners 
hearing a conversation between two Ni-Vanuatu speaking in Bislama will not 
understand what is being said, just as Ni-Vanuatu who have not learnt English will 
not understand a conversation between two native English speakers. He therefore 
argues that it is a “serious mistake” (Crowley, 2004, p.2) to label Bislama as ‘broken’ 
English. Thus with these arguments for Bislama’s ‘independence’ from English, its 
high constitutional position, and close links to the national identity of Ni-Vanuatu, it 
is noteworthy that over 30 years after independence, it is now being formally 
recognized in the new language policy, suggesting how negative views towards 
Bislama – as a pidgin and creole – are beginning to change within the MOET at least. 
Before examining the debates surrounding the use of Bislama in education, I turn 
first to present a brief overview of the linguistic nature and vocabulary of Bislama 
which provides further important contextualization for this case study, particularly 
for the analysis of the data.  
2.1.3 The overall structure of Bislama 
It is argued that pidgins and creoles have particular characteristics and a 
structured linguistic system of rules that need to be learnt (Crowley, 2004; Nichols, 
1996; Tyron, 1987; Wardhaugh, 2010). This gives them ‘legitimate’ linguistic 
independence and thus prevents them from being simply a ‘broken’ form of their 
lexifier (Crowley, 2004; Tyron, 1987; Wardhaugh, 2010). Bislama shares all the 
typical linguistic characteristics of a creole, namely a well-developed extensive 
vocabulary appropriate for use with a wide-ranging variety of functions, and a 
complex grammar structure with a syntax different from its lexifier, English 
(Crowley, 2004; Tyron, 1987). Table 2.1 summarizes the similarities and differences 
between pidgins and creoles from the work of Crowley (2004), Nichols (1996) and 
Wardhaugh (2010), and for the purpose of comparison I include a column 
summarizing the respective characteristics of Bislama.  
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 Table 2.1 
The main characteristic similarities and differences between pidgins and creoles in comparison with 
Bislama (Condensed from the work of Crowley, 2004; Nichols, 1996 and Wardhaugh, 2010) 
 Characteristics of a pidgin: 
Characteristics of a 
creole: Bislama 
Origin New (< 100 years old) 
 
Evolves from a pidgin Began: mid 1800s 
 
Stabilized: 1918-1945. 
 
1980: Vanuatu’s national 
language. 
 
First 
Language 
Status 
Not the L1 of its speakers 
 
L1 of its speakers Urban areas: Increasingly 
becoming the L1 (creole). 
 
Rural areas: L2/3.  
 
Language 
Functions 
Lingua franca  Extensive, across many 
different contexts 
 
Extensive, across many 
different contexts 
(rural and urban 
communities). 
 
Vocabulary  Limited to the main 
contexts in which the 
pidgin is used, e.g. trade  
 
Originates mostly from the 
language of the more 
powerful community 
group (the lexifier) 
 
 
Extensive: Originates 
mostly from the language 
of the more powerful 
community group (the 
lexifier); may include 
influences from other 
languages 
Extensive: Drawn from 
English (84-90%), French 
(6-12%), local Melanesian 
vernaculars (3.75%), 
Portuguese (0.25%).  
 
Phonology and spelling 
may vary according to 
geographical location, 
context and education of 
the speaker/writer; ‘Urban 
Bislama’ may indicate 
evidence of more 
influence from English 
and/or French. 
 
Grammar Simplified: Influenced by 
the language(s) of the less 
powerful community 
group.  
 
Grammatical information 
such as negation, tense, 
subject and number may 
be indicated in the syntax, 
uninflected auxiliaries, or 
may be missing 
completely and can only 
be determined from 
context 
 
Complex: Influenced by 
the language(s) of the less 
powerful community 
group.  
 
Syntax is often very 
different from the 
language of the lexifier 
 
Complex: Influenced from 
local Melanesian 
vernaculars (e.g. the 
pronoun system is more 
complicated than the 
English pronoun system). 
 
Syntax can vary according 
to geographical location. 
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 2.1.3.1 Bislama vocabulary 
Given the amount of lexical content drawn from English (84-90%), there are 
numerous cognates and false cognates in Bislama. Cognates are words in the L1 that 
have similar spelling, pronunciation and meaning to words in the target language 
(TL); examples from Bislama are: smok (smoke), hol (hole), and wok (work) 
(although spelling similarities between Bislama and English can be tenuous). False 
cognates are words in the L1 that may have similar spelling and pronunciation to 
words in the TL, but the meanings may be different often depending on the context 
of the situation. For example, the verb swim in Bislama can refer to swimming in 
water (as in English), having a shower, wash or bath, and also someone or something 
being submerged or covered in a lot of water or another liquid. For example: 
Hem i no swim yet 
He has not yet bathed (Crowley, 2004, p.112) 
 
Hem i kambak long haos hem i swim long blad 
She came back home dripping with blood (Adapted from Crowley, 2003, 
p.267). 
Another word that has multiple meanings which can be confusing for those 
unfamiliar with Bislama is the word strong which can mean – depending on the 
context – strong (as in English), but also: hard, difficult, tough, stern, too much, hot, 
serious, insist or loud (Crowley, 2003). According to Crowley (2004), such words 
with multiple meanings indicate how the original English word has been adapted 
under the influence of the semantic patterns existing in Melanesian vernaculars. 
Thus, although Bislama’s lexicon is heavily influenced by English, it appears that 
Ni-Vanuatu have effectively modified the English lexis to suit their own Melanesian 
conventions. These words however, present particular challenges for Ni-Vanuatu 
young English language learners and are discussed in more detail in Chapter 6. 
2.1.3.2 Bislama spelling 
Evident in the examples of Bislama above, are its spelling conventions. 
According to the tradition and culture of Melanesian society, Bislama has remained 
predominantly an oral medium, and has only been in written form since the mid 
1970’s, mainly for the purposes of commercialization, administration and evangelism 
(Crowley, 2003; Tryon & Charpentier, 2004; Tryon, 1987). Since then, the process 
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 of standardization, particularly in terms of spelling, has been an ongoing process, 
pioneered by the work of: the Vanuatu Christian Council with translations of the 
Bible; Terry Crowley with the first official published Bislama-English dictionary in 
1995 with a second edition published in 2003; and Darrel Tryon who published the 
first beginners language course for learning Bislama in 1987. In 1995, general 
principles for spelling were approved by the Literacy Association of Vanuatu, 
although as Crowley (2003) points out, it is expected that orthographic development 
will continue. 
Essentially, Bislama spelling is phonemic which often results in a wide variety 
of different spellings for the same word depending on context and the education of 
the writer, as Crowley (2003, p.1) demonstrates, “ripablik, repablik, republik”. 
Hence, ‘silent’ and double letters (e.g. night, funny) do not occur, the letters c, q, x 
and z do not appear in written Bislama at all, and no words begin with the letter u. 
Thus the following spelling occurs: night/naet, funny/fani, coconut/kokonas, 
question/kwestin, x-ray/eksre, zip/sipa and university/yunivesiti. Additionally, as 
Crowley (2003) and Tryon (1987) point out, given that words are spelt exactly as 
they are pronounced, and there is little distinction between particular consonants (e.g. 
p/b, p/f, g/k, t/d, f/v), it is not surprising to find alternative spelling with words such 
as “from and prom” (Crowley, 2003, p.1). Additionally, the spelling of diphthongs 
aɪ, aʊ, and ɔɪ (as in time, house and oil respectively) are spelt as ae, ao and oe instead 
of ai, au and oi respectfully. This is to avoid confusion in pronunciation since the 
French pronunciation of ai, au and oi is different from English; thus time, house and 
oil, are spelt taem, haos and oel in Bislama (Crowley, 2003). It appears then that 
Bislama spelling is influenced not only by Melanesian linguistic conventions and 
English, but takes into consideration French phonology. As with Bislama’s 
vocabulary, its spelling conventions also pose particular challenges for Ni-Vanuatu 
young learners of English which is discussed in Chapter 6.  
2.1.4 The debate surrounding the use of Bislama in education  
With Bislama’s adapted English lexicon, and its particular grammatical, 
semantic and spelling features, along with numerous false cognates, there has been 
much discussion in the literature regarding its suitability in education over the past 
three decades. These discussions document both concerns and support for the use of 
Bislama in education. The main concerns about Bislama are issues relating to its 
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 vocabulary and fears of Bislama ‘interfering’ or having some negative influence on 
English language learning (ELL)10. In contrast, the support for Bislama is based on 
research which indicates that a pidgin or creole is beneficial for learning if the 
student speaks it well. In order to understand the breadth of the sentiments regarding 
Bislama over time, the following review tracks the debate from the early 1980s until 
the present time from a selection of the published literature.  
To begin, Topping (1982) and Thomas (1990) recount the Vanuatu Language 
Planning Conference in 1981, and describe a number of concerns expressed at the 
conference about Bislama. Firstly, Topping (1982) points out that despite arguments 
by some of the conference delegates that Bislama “is nothing more than simplified 
English with no grammatical rules and a highly limited vocabulary and therefore 
unsuitable for anything more than simple, rudimentary communication” (p.1), the 
whole four and a half day discussion at the conference was conducted entirely in 
Bislama. Topping (1982) notes the irony of this situation and argues therefore that 
Bislama is proven to be “an adequate language for conducting complex, and often 
abstract discussions involving education, law, the media and politics” (p.2), and 
therefore, should have a significant place in education. His support of the use of 
Bislama in education is further indicated in his detailed summary of the 
recommendations for the use of Bislama in education made at the language planning 
conference which he adds were written in Bislama. However, given the resulting 
language policy that followed which prohibited the use of Bislama in classrooms 
(MOET, 1982), it appears these recommendations did not extend much further 
beyond the conference. 
Similarly, Thomas (1990), records the following fears discussed among the Ni-
Vanuatu delegates, comprising of key education, legal and media personnel: 
One of the most common fears concerning the introduction of Bislama as a 
language of education is that, owing to lexical similarities, negative transfer 
occurs when pupils subsequently learn English. This fear was also expressed 
at the conference, when it was claimed that when children learn Bislama at 
an early age ‘it tends to interfere with their learning of English’ (Thomas, 
1990, p.245). 
10 Although not the focus of this study, the use of Bislama in education has also been an issue for 
Francophone learners.  
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 Despite these fears of negative transfer and interference as a result of Bislama 
having lexical similarities to English, Thomas (1990) points out that before the 
conference and in the ten years following, no published study had explored these 
issues in Vanuatu in order to validate these claims. Since that time, very little 
research has explored these issues directly. Thomas (1990) continues his recount of 
the language planning conference detailing the “strong support” (p.245) for the use 
of Bislama in primary schools with recommendations being given for years 1-4 to 
include the teaching of Bislama as a subject in the curriculum and as a language of 
instruction for years 4-6 with years 1-3 having the local vernacular as the language of 
instruction. Finally, Thomas reports that it was agreed that emphasis should be given 
to the teaching of the local vernaculars first, followed by Bislama, English, then 
French.   
 A few years later, Lynch (1996) reports a number of proposals being made 
for Bislama to be used as a language of instruction in schools, but adds that there has 
been “lots of talk but no action” (p.249), thus indicating that while the idea of having 
Bislama as a language of instruction is favourable, in reality, Bislama appears to 
have remained banned from classrooms. Lynch (1996) further outlines possible 
reasons for this, namely, the negative views expressed by English speaking 
expatriates and Melanesians that Bislama is “not a real language” (p.250), and that 
due to a perceived lack of standardization and a limited lexis, it is unacceptable for 
education purposes. While Lynch (1996) ironically points out the fact that these 
negative attitudes come from some of the most influential people in Vanuatu society 
(Ni-Vanuatu politicians, government officials and church leaders) who use Bislama 
exclusively in their work, he concludes that there is no problem with the language 
itself, but rather with the people’s attitudes towards Bislama.  
Likewise, Early (1999), reports on negative views regarding Bislama’s use in 
education in his critique of the 1995, 1996 and 1997 Special Reports on the 
Observance of Multilingualism prepared by the Ombudsman of Vanuatu. Early 
(1999) notes how the 1996 report claims that the “influence of Bislama is one reason 
why the English spoken by local citizens is so poor” (p.23). Furthermore, he 
documents from the 1997 report that Bislama was “discounted as inadequately 
standardized to feature in education” (Early, 1999, p.32), and notes that while 
Bislama has a mention regarding having a place in education, this ‘place’ would be 
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 “unconstitutional” and “make the country close in on itself by restricting 
communication with the outside world” (Ombudsman, 1997, as cited in Early (1999), 
p. 32). However, as Early (1999) points out, no reasons are given in the report to 
support these claims or that any of these claims can be substantiated from research.    
While these scholars (Topping 1982; Thomas, 1990; Lynch 1996; Early, 1999) 
appear to be in favour of Bislama, Miles (1998) on the other hand appears to have his 
own personal concerns regarding the suitability of Bislama in education. In his 
discussion on language, education and national identity in Vanuatu, he argues that 
Bislama causes ‘linguistic interference’ for English language learners, although there 
appears to be no research evidence to support his claims. He contends, 
From a pedagogical perspective, the popularization and permeation of 
Bislama has blurred the distinction among Anglophones between ‘pidgin’ 
and ‘proper’ English. As Bislama becomes the language of choice, school 
children in English-medium schools suffer from a linguistic interference that 
impairs their ability to master standard English (Miles, 1998, p.143-144). 
These concerns are bolstered with the belief that standardization of Bislama 
remains absent while Anglicization of the language is on the increase (Miles, 1998). 
He therefore calls for significant initiatives to be in place for careful language 
planning in order for “language purification… reform… standardization [and] lexical 
modernization” in Bislama to occur (Miles, 1998, p.145). However, he doesn't 
expand on these points and it is questionable what is meant in regard to ‘purification’ 
and ‘lexical modernization’ if he is against Anglicization.  
At around the same time, strong opposition to the use of Bislama in education 
was also reported by Charpentier (1997). Firstly, he reports that within the teaching 
establishment across all of Vanuatu, there is a general sense of enmity regarding the 
use of Bislama in teaching, particularly among Anglophone teachers, who believe 
that ELL is accelerated among learners whose knowledge of Bislama is more limited. 
Charpentier (1997) outlines potential reasons for this feeling of enmity, namely 
“insurmountable problems at the semantic and graphic levels” (p.237) and gives 
details of a number of false cognates in Bislama which he argues are in abundance 
and only cause confusion, impede English literacy development and overall, general 
bewilderment as the children learn to differentiate between the codes of Bislama and 
English. In addition, Charpentier (1997) argues that the teachers themselves are not 
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 immune to negative influence from Bislama, contending that “the less an 
Anglophone teacher masters the English language, the more he confuses the two 
codes, and the more inclined he is to consider the possibility of teaching in Pidgin” 
(p.236). Overall, Charpentier (1997) appears to agree with the negative views he is 
reporting and argues that the use of pidgin as a language of instruction is a failure, 
even going so far as to assert that “the combination of English and Pidgin (or source 
language X and lexically X-based pidgin) seems to lead to a social, psychological, 
and pedagogical blockage, seriously compromising any passage to literacy” (p.236). 
However, Charpentier fails to explicate further his use of the term ‘blockage’ here, 
and although he briefly discusses these social, psychological and pedagogical 
concerns further, this discussion lacks substantial support for his claims and no 
research evidence is provided to support his arguments.  
In Siegel’s (1998) critical review of Charpentier’s (1997) publication, he 
counteracts Charpentier’s (1997) negativity by mentioning four research studies (two 
his own) which indicate that pidgins and creoles may be helpful rather than 
detrimental to English literacy development. He also questions if any negative 
influence from Bislama on ELL would be aggravated if Bislama was used more 
readily in the classroom. Siegel (1998) thus argues in his critique that numerous 
Melanesians themselves have found their own pidgin helpful for ELL, although it is 
not clear if this claim is substantiated from research or personal observations and to 
what extent this claim applies to the Vanuatu context specifically.  
Elsewhere, Siegel (1996, 1997) summarizes the main reasons for why 
Melanesian pidgins in general have a minor role in education. Firstly, he reports 
arguments stating that pidgins and creoles are “degenerate languages [and] a waste of 
time… when the standard language is the key to success in education and 
employment” (Siegel, 1997, p.86). Secondly, Siegel (1996, p.155) states that there 
are “lingering colonial attitudes, left over pre-independence policies emphasizing 
English or French and fears that using a pidgin language would interfere with the 
acquisition of these favoured languages”. Similar to Thomas (1990), Siegel (1996) 
explains that this ‘fear’ of negative interference stems from the belief that 
“Melanesian pidgin is a special case” (p.166), given the close proximity of its lexicon 
to that of English. However, he claims that these fears are unfounded based on his 
research of a Tok Pisin pre-school program at a community school in Papua New 
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 Guinea where the language of instruction was Tok Pisin, a Melanesian pidgin similar 
to Bislama. After collecting data over a three year period, Siegel (1996) found that 
the children who attended the pre-school program learnt English more easily with no 
interference or particular problems in their language learning, other than spelling and 
pronunciation errors. Additionally, English language test results showed that the 
children who had attended the pre-school program achieved higher levels in English 
than those children who had not attended the pre-school program. Thus Siegel (1996) 
argues strongly that his study “clearly refutes arguments that using a Melanesian 
pidgin in formal primary education will adversely affect students’ subsequent 
acquisition of English” (p.173). Therefore Siegel’s longitudinal study appears to 
show convincing evidence that a Melanesian pidgin used as the language of 
instruction was not detrimental to ELL. However this research is limited to one 
school in Papua New Guinea where Tok Pisin was freely used in the pre-school 
program, but not elsewhere in the primary school. This indicates that more research 
is needed in this area, particularly examining the use of the Melanesian pidgin in 
primary schools, in order to substantiate these claims.  
A few years later, Mangubhai (2002), in his considerations of language 
planning options in the South Pacific, notes the repeated rejections of the use of 
Bislama in education following the language planning conference in 198111. Similar 
to Lynch (1996), the grounds for these rejections are listed as being: Bislama is not a 
complete language, it hinders ELL due to its lexical proximity, and learning a pidgin 
or creole is a waste of time when learning the ‘standard language’ is the main aim. 
Mangubhai (2002) dismisses these arguments by pointing out that a creole would 
never be considered a degenerate language by linguists. He then points to the “many 
studies” (p.504) that show how a pidgin is beneficial to the learning of English, 
although only the research of Siegel (1997) is noted. He argues that Bislama is a 
valued resource in Vanuatu society and questions why it is not therefore mandated 
for use within education.  
Similarly, at around the same time, Early (2003), like Lynch (1996) attests to 
Bislama’s adequacy for use in all discourses and recounts that in the years following 
11 Following this conference, another language planning conference was held in Port Vila in August, 
1984: Pacific Languages Directions for the Future, which was attended by delegates from twenty 
Pacific territories (Tyron & Charpentier, 2004).  
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 independence with changing government ministers and various educators coming 
and going, attitudes towards Bislama’s use in education fluctuated. On the one hand, 
he reports there was sometimes agreement that Bislama may be helpful as an 
“auxiliary language of instruction” (p.1002), while opposing views continued to keep 
Bislama from being used in the classroom. However, Early (2003) does not describe 
these negative views further here or provide more detail about how Bislama might 
function as an ‘auxiliary’ language of instruction. Nevertheless, he points out the 
National Council of Chiefs’ concerns regarding how Bislama might supersede the 
use of vernacular languages, describing Bislama as a possible “killer language of 
significant proportions” (p.1003), as it develops its creolized status. This implies 
possible continued resistance to the use of Bislama in education, particularly from a 
Melanesian perspective, although further research on this issue is warranted. 
Examining more recent literature, there appears to be little that discusses the 
use of Bislama in education that has been published since 2000. However, in one 
notable study, Siegel (2007) provides an ‘update’ of the placement of creoles and 
minority dialects in education. He reports that negative attitudes towards pidgins and 
creoles appear to reign whereby the superstrate languages remain the solution to 
success both academically and economically with the vernacular being avoided in the 
classroom for fear of negative interference to learning the ‘standard’ languages. He 
argues that these ‘fears’ are unfounded and cites five research studies (Blake & Van 
Sickle, 2001; Bryan, 2001; 2002; Henry, 2000; Van Sickle et al., 2002) to support his 
claims, although each of these studies only examine a pidgin or creole in conjunction 
with the ‘standard’ variety in the classroom, so it is uncertain how much of the 
pidgin or creole was actually used in the lessons. Nevertheless, Siegel (2007) argues 
that the findings from these studies indicate that when learners are able to use their 
own vernacular in the classroom, this improves learner engagement, their use of the 
TL, increase academic success, and motivates them to learn. Siegel (2007) concludes 
that any change in attitude towards the use of pidgins and creoles in education would 
have to begin with the teachers and the general population of the nation since the 
published views of linguists appear to have done little towards this end. Although 
Siegel’s (2007) research here is generalized to pidgins and creoles internationally and 
does not mention Bislama specifically, it appears his conclusions are in line with 
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 Elley and Lumelume’s (2009) findings regarding the ongoing negative attitudes 
towards the use of Bislama in education.  
Elley and Lumelume (2009) investigated the success of a ‘book flood’ in 
Vanuatu primary schools. They found from their nationwide survey of 34 
Anglophone schools focusing on years four and six, that learners from urban areas 
achieved higher English literacy levels than those from rural schools with most of the 
children having “serious weaknesses in writing… and a very limited vocabulary in 
English” (p.5). However, it is not clear from Elley and Lumelume’s (2009) account 
of their survey, how the ‘higher’ English literacy levels were measured. They 
continue to describe that within many of the English writing samples from children 
in grades three and four who did not participate in the ‘book flood’, sentences were 
characterized by unimaginative lexical choices, were short, and replete with 
grammatical errors, for example, “I can see one boy were going to river; The dog 
running up the step” (p.9). In addition, vocabulary was often written in Bislama 
form, for example, “‘gea for chair’, ‘si’ for ‘see’” (p.9). Additionally, the survey 
revealed that many Ni-Vanuatu teachers viewed “interference from Bislama as [a] 
serious impediment” (p.5) to learning along with minimal exposure to English 
outside the classroom. This limited exposure was also found to be a source of low 
motivation in the children to learn English. Thus, what emerges from Elley and 
Lumelume’s (2009)  study, is not only some evidence of English literacy issues, but 
also that negative views, from some Ni-Vanuatu teachers at least, regarding Bislama 
still remain, though more research in this area is warranted.  
The learners’ use of Bislama in a Vanuatu secondary school geography class 
was the focus of another recent study by Willans (2011; this is discussed further in 
Section 2.2.4). She found that Bislama was used prevalently, mostly to ascertain 
meaning and understanding of the task at hand, rather than social functions. Willans 
(2011) concludes that Bislama is conducive to learning and appeals for necessary 
amendments in the then-current language policy. 
More recently, Vandeputte-Tavo (2013) examines the debate surrounding the 
legitimacy of Bislama in education in the context of the new education language 
policy (MOET, 2012). She documents that despite the new language policy being in 
place, at the time she wrote the article, it was not being implemented and she 
predicted that it may not be in effect before 2022. She reports a “current deadlock” 
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 (p.259) in the education system due to conflicts between preserving linguistic 
diversity and improving literacy rates, global and economic pressures, and colonial 
linguistic ideologies. According to Vandeputte-Tavo’s (2013) research, global and 
economic pressures along with a continued adherence to past colonial heritage and 
international donors continue to dictate linguistic requirements within education. 
Regarding the role of Bislama in this context, Vandeputte-Tavo (2013) observes that 
while vernacular languages are regarded positively, Bislama remains controversial 
and continues to be regarded by many Ni-Vanuatu as an unacceptable language, and 
doubts if Ni-Vanuatu are ready to accept Bislama having more of a role in the 
education system. Like other scholars in support of Bislama, Vandeputte-Tavo 
(2013) concludes that Bislama should have a rightful place in education in order for 
it to be recognized not only as the “dominant language in social interaction” (p.266), 
but also “to rectify the linguistic situation” (p.266) where English and French can 
maintain their status as international languages, and Bislama could be recognized as 
a justified language and an integral part of Vanuatu culture. Vandeputte-Tavo (2013) 
recognizes here the link between language and personal identity, and outlines the 
importance of Bislama for many, particularly in urban areas, who do not speak a 
vernacular and have only limited knowledge of English and French.  
Likewise, Abongdia and Willans (2013) in their comparison of similar 
language situations in Cameroon and Vanuatu, affirm the continuing hegemony of 
the colonial languages of English and French in education with learners’ more 
familiar languages being limited to early years education. They, like Vandeputte-
Tavo (2013) see no forthcoming change in the educational system with English and 
French persisting to dominate language policy. Furthermore, among teachers and 
learners in rural secondary schools, it was found that there are significantly more 
Anglophone Ni-Vanuatu than Francophone with more employment, higher education 
and tourism opportunities for English speakers. However, Vandeputte-Tavo (2013) 
also found that French is valued with many seeing a common need to be bilingual in 
English and French as “gateways to opportunity and mobility” (p.15), indicating the 
value placed on the colonial languages by the teachers and learners themselves, 
rather than on the vernaculars or Bislama.  
Finally, Willans (2014) examines the space given to the vernaculars and 
Bislama in Vanuatu’s education language policy since independence, documenting 
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 its development over a thirty-year period. She found that being bilingual in English 
and French continue to be seen as essential and thus dominate education language 
policy, shutting out space where the vernaculars and Bislama could be used in 
classrooms. She thus proposed in an earlier paper an educational model that allows 
“teachers and learners [to be] given the freedom to negotiate teaching and learning 
through whichever resources are available” (Willans, 2013, p.562). As Willans 
(2014) explains, this model would enable teachers and learners to “make use of the 
resources of vernacular(s), Bislama, English and French in order to learn without 
compartmentalizing these into discrete media of instruction” (p.13). Overall, 
Willan’s (2014) findings indicate that although negative opinions of Bislama appear 
to continue, for a multilingual classroom to be effective, change is necessary to 
“break down negative perceptions about the value of the vernacular language and 
Bislama before these can be brought into the classroom in a positive way” (Willans, 
2013, p.563). While it appears that Willans (2013; 2014) advocates the use of 
Bislama in education, she would prefer to see it being used in conjunction with other 
languages (namely, linguistic resources) known to teachers and learners available in 
the classroom, rather than being used exclusively.  
In summary, the literature reveals that the main concerns over the use of 
Bislama in education include fears regarding linguistic interference, its limited 
vocabulary, lack of standardization – thus its unacceptability as a language – and the 
presence of many false cognates. These views appear to come mainly from Ni-
Vanuatu teachers, government officials, politicians, legal and media personnel, and 
church leaders, along with a few scholars (e.g. Miles, 1998; Charpentier, 1997). It 
also appears, for the most part, that these negative views about Bislama have not 
changed since Vanuatu gained independence with some Ni-Vanuatu still fearing the 
negative influence Bislama has on ELL (e.g. Vandeputte-Tavo, 2013; Obed, 2014). 
Additionally, it appears that much of this resistance does not appear to be largely 
based on empirical evidence, but rather it seems, on negative attitudes and opinions. 
As Nichols (1996) claims, “resistance is related more to the negative attitudes held 
towards [pidgins and creoles] than to any systematic evaluation of their effectiveness 
as languages of instruction” (p.210). It is interesting therefore that despite these 
entrenched negative views towards Bislama, that the Vanuatu Government has given 
Bislama noteworthy space in the new education language policy which encourages 
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 the use of Bislama as a language of instruction in the early years of primary school. It 
appears then, that after many years of discontent towards Bislama, the Vanuatu 
education system may be on the verge of significant change. As Robert Early 
(personal communication, 31 October, 2014), expressed regarding the recent changes 
in the language policy and its implementation,  “after decades of awareness-raising 
and other activities it is fantastic to now see a huge acceptance of the value of giving 
Bislama a place in formal education”. However, as Vandeputte-Tavo (2013) points 
out, implementation of this policy could be problematic due to various conflicts 
including global and economic pressures and maintaining colonial linguistic 
ideologies. Additionally Willans (2013; 2014) cautions that the use of Bislama and 
the vernaculars appear largely limited to the early years of primary school, indicating 
that the presence of English and French continue to be the desired languages of 
instruction in most Ni-Vanuatu children’s education.  
While these views from various scholars are convincing, it is important to also 
consider the views of Ni-Vanuatu themselves. I turn now to discuss the various 
concerns and views of Ni-Vanuatu educators and government officials on the 
language policy itself.  
2.1.5 Ni-Vanuatu perceptions regarding Vanuatu’s education language policy  
As outlined in Chapter 1 the new education language policy gives Bislama and 
the vernaculars more space within education, not only in the early years of primary 
school, but also as a resource for helping children to understand concepts, acquire 
skills, support learning and day-to-day communication. These moves to include the 
vernaculars and Bislama uphold Bislama in particular as the national language, one 
of the official languages and a recognized part of Ni-Vanuatu national and cultural 
identity. However, English and French continue to dominate from year four onwards. 
This has been noted by some Ni-Vanuatu educators and government officials as an 
issue, and thus they appeal for changes in the language policy in the book, 
Rethinking Vanuatu Education Together (2004). I turn now to discuss the views of 
three of these contributors about the education language policy and the use of the 
vernaculars and Bislama in schools. 
First, Niroa (2004) (Acting Director of secondary, technical and further 
education in the MOET, Vanuatu), sees learning English and French as a hindrance 
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 to the advancement of local knowledge which he believes is more valuable than 
learning the languages of the west, as he asserts: 
The school curriculum is predominantly foreign. Instead of learning our 
languages, we are forced to learn foreign ones – English and French… The 
schooling process has ignored our local knowledge as legitimate parts of the 
educational systems… In our quest for more understanding and knowledge 
through a foreign schooling process, we ourselves have ignorantly discarded 
our own. We have, after attaining political independence, continued to keep 
the colonial system of education without consciously questioning its 
appropriateness to achieving Ni-Vanuatu aims. (Niroa, 2004, p.26, 28). 
Overall, Niroa questions the appropriateness of retaining an old colonial 
system and learning ‘foreign’ languages such as English and indeed English literacy, 
thus implying his preference for more use of local vernaculars and Bislama in 
education, although he does not discuss this explicitly. Instead, Niroa further argues 
for local ownership of education so that it might be become more meaningful for Ni-
Vanuatu children and Vanuatu society as a whole, although this is not outlined 
further.  
In contrast, Nirua12 (2004) (Director of the University of the South Pacific 
Centre, Vanuatu), does not question the use of English and French in education, but 
openly proposes his vision for how these languages can be better utilized to improve 
multilingualism, and thus contribute towards a more ‘complete’ Ni-Vanuatu identity. 
Before outlining his proposal for an alternative language policy, he claims: 
The current education system has not done enough to integrate and 
‘assemble’ a complete Ni-Vanuatu. We have partial Ni-Vanuatu, some of 
whom evolve (amongst other criteria) using the French language and others 
English. We must think and act as Ni-Vanuatu and do away with 
Anglophone and Francophone agonies… I suggest that English and French, 
as Vanuatu’s official languages, be wisely used as instruments or tools to 
achieve educational and other national goals. They should never over-ride 
our own languages and culture (Nirua, 2004, p.37-38). 
12 Note to the reader: These names are very similar; this is not a spelling error on my part. Their full 
names are: John Niroa and Jean-Pierre Nirua. 
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 What is meant here by ‘agonies’ is uncertain, resulting in a possible 
contradiction in his next statement regarding English and French being ‘wisely used 
as instruments or tools’, the specific meaning of which is also uncertain. Therefore, it 
can be inferred from this statement that Nirua might be in favour of less dominance 
of English and French and more use of Bislama and other vernaculars by teachers in 
education, but his language policy proposal does not support these indications. Based 
on his personal observations and experience, Nirua proposes that French alone 
should be used as the language of instruction in primary and secondary education 
with English introduced as a compulsory subject from year six. Nothing is explicitly 
mentioned regarding the teachers’ use of Bislama. His reasons for the dominance of 
French appear to both elevate Bislama and criticize it. While Nirua states that 
Bislama “contributes quite significantly in understanding English, thus easing the 
learning of language concepts” (p.38), he infers that it also interferes with ELL, as he 
explains:  
History has shown and continues to prove, that Ni-Vanuatu who have been 
educated in the Francophone environment find learning English easier than 
Ni-Vanuatu who have been educated in the Anglophone environment find 
learning French. Bislama is the catalyst in this situation because well over 90 
per cent of its grammar derives from English (although spelling varies) 
(Nirua, 2004, p.39).  
From Nirua’s proposal, it appears Bislama as a language of instruction in 
primary classrooms would remain largely redundant in favour of French with the 
belief that learning English after primary school would be more beneficial in terms of 
English language acquisition and presumably English literacy. However, 
assumptions have been made here that Bislama is the language at fault for causing 
ELL issues. However, these assumptions appear to be based on Nirua’s personal 
observations and experience which are not outlined in any detail. Furthermore, given 
the high percentage of children who are not able to attend school beyond grade six 
(Crowley, 2006), Nirua’s proposal for ‘doing away with Anglophone and 
Francophone agonies’ and ‘assembling a complete Ni-Vanuatu’ would become 
redundant and result in many children not learning English at all with further 
language issues ensuing.  
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  Finally, Lobanga Tamtam (2004) (Lecturer and Literacy Researcher, 
University of the South Pacific, Vanuatu), also appeals for a change in the language-
in-education policy calling for more use of vernacular languages and a policy that 
better reflects the needs and practices of Ni-Vanuatu. She argues:  
In particular, clear direction needs to be given for languages in education, 
official languages, and the use of Bislama and the vernacular. It is important 
to have such a policy document that reflects language practices in this 
country… Language is as vital to local customs and values. Vernacular 
languages should have a place throughout the basic education system. They 
should not be seen just as tools to achieve literacy skills and then be put 
aside. They should be regarded with more dignity and importance as the only 
true gateway to our Melanesian values and traditions. Let us provide the 
opportunity for children to learn in their rightful languages so they can be 
able to express their feelings and needs comfortably. By educating them in 
languages they do not use and ignoring languages they do use, we are doing 
them more harm than good. We are not developing these children 
adequately. Let us reject the pretence and return to our linguistic roots 
(Lobanga Tamtam, 2004, p.60-61).  
Lobanga Tamtam appears to connect here the use of Bislama and the local 
vernaculars with the social and cultural identity of Ni-Vanuatu, and thus implies that 
the current policy hinders true education of Melanesian traditions and values. This 
conclusion comes from her research on the social practices of literacy in a rural 
Vanuatu village where she reports that while English literacy is taught in schools, 
Bislama remains the language of written text in the local community being 
investigated; with written English being found to have no place outside the 
classroom. In fact, Lobanga Tamtam (2004) asserts that “English literacy is not an 
essential skill” (p.59) since, after learning literacy skills, the children cease to use 
them outside the classroom, and therefore concludes that “literacy in English and 
French is almost irrelevant to their lives” (p.61). This conflict between being literate 
within an oral culture is also reflected on by Niroa (2004) who states, “we are 
expected to communicate in written form although our societies are predominantly 
oral” (p.26). However, Lobanga Tamtam (2004) concludes in her research article that 
given how Bislama is constantly borrowing new technical terms from English which 
rural communities can fail to learn, greater status now needs to be given to Bislama. 
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 She argues that while Bislama is most often regarded as an oral language, its written 
form needs to be standardized and included as a subject in high school to ensure that 
communication between rural and urban areas can be sufficiently maintained. 
However, given the small numbers of children – “20% of the initial primary intake” 
(Crowley, 2000, p.83) – able to attend high school, many would miss out on the 
opportunity to learn Bislama as a subject, thus communication issues between urban 
and rural communities regarding the advancement of Bislama vocabulary would 
remain.  
 In summary, although each Ni-Vanuatu educator/government official appears 
to speak with the best interests of Ni-Vanuatu children in mind, these differing views 
from them outline the complexity surrounding the issues regarding education 
language policy and the use of Bislama in primary classrooms. Nevertheless, it is 
clear that central to all these arguments are issues surrounding identity and cultural 
values, and it appears that a simple solution to the current language issues within 
primary education cannot be easily found. Thus, this review of the literature about 
Bislama itself, the debate surrounding its use in education and issues regarding the 
language policy reveal the complexities within Vanuatu’s education system. There 
also appears to be very little research exploring these views directly, examining the 
possible benefits or challenges Bislama might have on ELL. This study therefore 
seeks to contribute towards these significant gaps in the literature and contribute 
towards this debate on the use of Bislama in education. I turn now to examine the 
nature of code-switching and the wider debate on L1 use in L2 classrooms.  
2.2 TEACHER CODE-SWITCHING IN ENGLISH LANGUAGE 
TEACHING 
2.2.1 Defining code-switching 
As a unique yet common practice among bilinguals and multilinguals, code-
switching is the alternating use of two or more languages in the same sentence, 
discourse or conversation (Bullock & Toribio, 2012; Gardner-Chloros, 2009). The 
motivation to code-switch might be governed by the situational context or the choice 
of conversation topic, in order to establish or maintain social distance or closeness 
and thus function as an indicator of social identity, to signify solidarity and 
membership of a particular group (Bullock & Toribio, 2012; Wardhaugh, 2010). As 
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 Wardhaugh (2010, p.101) describes, code-switching can be “a form of political 
expression, a move either to resist some other power, or to gain power”.  
Wherever code-switching occurs, its patterns of use among bilinguals may not 
be uniform due to different proficiency levels and varying contextual settings 
(Bullock & Toribio, 2012; Wardhaugh, 2010). Nevertheless, it is now widely 
acknowledged that code-switching falls into two main types of use: intra-sentential 
and inter-sentential (Bullock & Toribio, 2012; Milroy & Muysken, 1995; 
Wardhaugh, 2010). Intra-sentential code-switching has often been the focus of much 
code-switching research and inquiry (cf. Muysken, 1995; 2000; Myers-Scotton & 
Jake, 1995; Poplack, 1980), and carries the most ‘risk’ syntactically, requiring 
fluency in both linguistic codes (Qian, Tian & Wang, 2009). Intra-sentential code-
switching concerns switching that happens within the same sentence or clause at 
particular points and not randomly as might be assumed (Muysken, 1995). In 
contrast, inter-sentential code-switching appears at the boundary of a sentence or 
clause whereby each sentence or clause is a separate language. Thus, for either intra-
sentential or inter-sentential code-switching, the participants require a high level of 
bilingual proficiency (Bullock & Toribio, 2012; Qian et al., 2009). 
In addition to these two main patterns of code-switching, some scholars 
distinguish the difference between code-switching and ‘borrowing’. According to 
Bullock and Toribio (2012) discerning a “clear-cut distinction” (p.5) between the two 
phenomena is not easy, given the different forms in which they appear and how 
‘nonce’ borrowings, that is, “unassimilated loan words” (p.5), can appear 
spontaneously in a discourse among bilinguals. The differences then between what is 
intra-sentential or ‘classic’ code-switching and borrowing become blurred since both 
phenomena are unique among bilingual speakers. However, in answer to this 
dilemma, Myers-Scotton (2007, p.103) distinguishes borrowing as the practice of 
incorporating the learners’ own language into the new language in a way that does 
not involve any social significance, compared to intra-sentential code-switching 
which can carry particular social functions. However, other scholars take different 
views. Jarvis and Pavlenko (2010) define the phenomenon of borrowing as the 
practice of unintentionally using a word from one’s own language while speaking or 
writing in the new language being learnt. In contrast, Marian and Kaushanskaya 
(2007) assert that the practice of lexical borrowing is overt and conscious, rather than 
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 being unintentional. Benson (2002) on the other hand, acknowledges that borrowing 
can be both conscious and unconscious, for the purpose of communicating meaning 
when the learner’s lexical knowledge in the TL is limited. For Benson (2002), the 
only difference between conscious and unconscious borrowing is if the purpose for 
communicating meaning is deliberate as a communicative strategy. Similarly, 
Thirusanku and Melor (2013) explain that borrowing often occurs when the learners 
are not aware of the correct term to use in the new language and so compensate for 
their lack of lexical knowledge by incorporating a word or phrase from their own 
language. The notion of borrowing then appears somewhat complex. According to 
these views, it can be either unintentional, or overt and conscious, and overall is used 
with no social significance.  
Finally, far from common misconceptions that code-switching is merely an 
arbitrary medley of two languages, it is argued as being systematic and governed by 
rules of use according to the grammar and lexis of the two languages being used, and 
is therefore not an aberrant casual combination of two languages (Bullock & Toribio, 
2012; Coulmas, 2005; Muysken, 1995). As Bullock & Toribio (2012) and Coulmas 
(2005) explain, code-switching does not adopt a grammar of its own but utilizes the 
grammar and lexis of the two existing languages in a harmonious way that best 
communicates the intentions of the speaker. Indeed, inspired from Gumperz’s 
(1982a; 1982b) pioneering bilingual research, Milroy and Muysken (1995, p.9) 
contend that code-switching is not “a deficit to be stigmatized, but… an additional 
resource through which a range of social and rhetorical meanings are expressed”. It 
has thus been argued that bilinguals who code-switch are not deficient language 
users exhibiting breakdowns in communication, but skilled manipulators of the 
different language codes they employ for a variety of discourse and identity related 
functions and purposes with underlying social meaning infusing their language 
choices (Bullock & Toribio, 2012; Coulmas, 2005; Turnbull & Dailey-O’Cain, 
2009). As Poplack (2007, p.240) affirmed originally in 1980, “code-switching, then, 
rather than representing deviant behaviour, is actually a suggestive indicator of 
degree of bilingual competence”. Following this review of the nature of code-
switching, I turn now to present the debate surrounding the use of the L1 in L2 
classrooms. 
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 2.2.2 The debate surrounding the use of the L1 in L2 classrooms 
The use of the L1 and subsequent teacher code-switching in L2 classrooms, has 
been a controversial topic resulting in much debate over the years in applied 
linguistics (Hall & G. Cook, 2012; 2013, Littlewood & Yu, 2011; Turnbull & 
Dailey-O’Cain, 2009). Within the debate itself, at one extreme is the virtual position 
(Macaro, 2005), or the monolingual assumption (Hall & G. Cook, 2012) whereby the 
L1 is seen to be something negative and of no communicative or pedagogic use in 
the L2 classroom, and thus avoided or ignored altogether in teaching methodology 
(V. Cook, 2001; Hall & G. Cook, 2012; Turnbull & Dailey-O’Cain, 2009). 
According to V. Cook (2001), Littlewood and Yu (2011) and Turnbull and Dailey-
O’Cain (2009), those that take a monolingual position in the debate may do so for a 
number of reasons, some of which they argue, are not consistently supported from 
research. These include: 
• A belief that it is necessary to avoid interference in the learning and 
development of the L2, therefore keeping the L1 and L2 separate 
(Littlewood and Yu, 2011) 
• A belief that using the L1 reduces the opportunities for negotiating 
meaning and ‘real communication’ in the TL, given that the classroom 
may be the only exposure to the L2 (Littlewood and Yu, 2011) 
• Positive results arising from successful language immersion programs 
where the TL is exclusively used, therefore presenting no necessity of L1 
use (Turnbull and Dailey-O’Cain, 2009) 
• Age-old language learning theories discouraging the use of L1 are taken 
for granted, and not questioned or discussed (V. Cook, 2001) 
• Recent teaching methodology (e.g. communicative language teaching) 
ignores and avoids L1 use (Turnbull and Dailey-O’Cain, 2009) 
• EFL classes that have a number of learners who speak a different L1, 
therefore deeming L1 as being impractical (V. Cook, 2001) 
• The belief that the same features inherent in L1 acquisition should be 
mirrored into teaching and learning of the L2 (V. Cook, 2001). 
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 As a result of these monolingual positions, V. Cook (2001) claims that an 
“anti-L1 attitude [has] tended to put on an L2 straitjacket on the classroom which has 
stifled any systematic use of the L1” (p.410). Similarly, Belz (2003) reports how use 
of the L1 “represents a taboo” (p.222), due to fears of it hindering the desired 
‘native-like’ proficiency of the L2.   
On the other hand, others within the debate hold to a maximal position and 
argue that while maximal use of the TL is necessary, it acknowledges that the L1 is 
beneficial to L2 learning, although cautions are made against its overuse; yet who 
judges the quantity of ‘overuse’ and on what basis is not made clear  (cf. V. Cook, 
2001; Macaro, 2009; Littlewood & Yu, 2011; Swain & Lapkin, 2000; Turnbull, 
2001; Turnbull & Arnett, 2002; Turnbull & Dailey-O’Cain, 2009). As Hall and G. 
Cook (2012; 2013) and Inbar-Lourie (2010) report, monolingual assumptions have 
been questioned in the literature over the past two decades with many researchers 
and scholars challenging ‘English only’ policies, claiming that the learners’ first 
language has merit for ELL (see Hall & G. Cook, 2012 for a comprehensive review). 
Such arguments for the use of the L1 in L2 classrooms include its use as a utilitarian 
linguistic resource that assists learners by mediating L2 learning, rather than 
impeding it, along with providing valuable prior knowledge to language learning (cf. 
Belz, 2003; Inbar-Lourie, 2010; Oga-Baldwin & Nakata, 2014; Sampson, 2013). As 
Anton and DiCamilla (1998) found in their research, the L1 was used as a 
scaffolding tool which assisted L2 learning, and thus argue that the L1 can be a 
“powerful tool of semiotic mediation between learners… and within individuals” 
(p.415). Similarly, Macaro (2009) argues that “to ignore the first language during the 
process of second language learning is to ignore an essential tool at the learner’s 
disposal” (p.37). Macaro (2009; see also Zhao & Macaro, 2014) further contends that 
teacher L1 use is beneficial for learning new vocabulary, arguing that this “triggers 
deeper semantic processing” (p.49) than if only the TL was used.  
Additionally, other arguments in favour of the use of the L1 in L2 classrooms 
suggest the close connections between language use and identity. Belz (2003) argues 
that the L1 represents the identity of the speaker and to deny its use in the classroom 
subsequently denies that particular identity of the learner. As G. Cook (2007) asserts, 
“a person who is banned from the use of their first language is disempowered, 
infantilized, frustrated, deprived of their identity and knowledge” (p.399). Freeman 
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 Field (2008) adds that language itself entails only a part of the dynamics within 
bilingual or multilingual classroom settings. She claims:  
Bilingual education is about much more than language. Identity and power 
relationships figure prominently… Student identities are constantly being 
negotiated and shaped within all forms of schooling. Within bilingual 
education this negotiation takes place in two or more languages and reflects 
the material and symbolic resources of the different social groups (Freeman 
Field, 2008, p.77).  
Similar to Belz (2003), Freeman Field (2008) claims that language cannot be 
separated from identity with the language itself also coming with particular 
resources, both material (physical, tangible resources) and symbolic 
(representations). Examining the concept of language use and identity from a slightly 
different perspective, Turnbull and Dailey-O’Cain (2009) maintain that language 
learners are themselves developing bilinguals or multilinguals which is an identity all 
of its own. They argue therefore that since code-switching is a natural phenomenon 
for all bilinguals, there is a need for a reconceptualization of first language use in the 
classroom to reflect this developing identity, while acknowledging that TL use 
remains the main goal in L2 classrooms (Turnbull and Dailey-O’Cain, 2009). As G. 
Cook (2007) contends, many L2 learners do not learn the L2 to become a 
monolingual speaker in the L2, but to “create a bilingual identity” (p.399), thus 
asserting the rightful and useful place of the L1 in L2 classrooms. It appears 
therefore, that while there have been – and in some contexts there continues to be – 
concerns around the use of the L1 in L2 classrooms, there is a growing consensus 
supported by research that views the L1 as a positive aspect of L2 learning.  
2.2.3 Frequency and purpose of teacher code-switching in the primary 
classroom 
The literature reports that generally, classroom code-switching between the L1 
and the TL is used for a wide variety of social and pedagogical purposes by teachers 
and learners in L2 education with varying frequency. However, it appears that 
studies focusing on the primary school context are limited, and even fewer studies 
have specifically explored teacher code-switching in EFL/ESL primary classrooms 
or ‘English only’ contexts (Nagy & Robertson, 2009; Qian et al., 2009).  
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 Selected from the available recent research, I present here details of a selection 
of studies focusing on teacher code-switching in primary contexts where English was 
a foreign or second language for the young learners. While these studies were 
conducted in a wide variety of international contexts, they provide insights, not only 
of the frequency and purpose of the teachers’ use of code-switching, but also 
particular issues pertaining to teaching in primary contexts that advocate an ‘English 
only’ policy. The teachers’ purposes of code-switching in the language classroom are 
summarized in Table 2.2 below.  
Table 2.2 
Selected studies on the purpose of teacher code-switching in primary contexts 
Author(s) Research Context Summarised functions of code-switching & L1 use 
Conteh (2007) • 1 bilingual primary teacher 
• Grade 4 Geography class  
• West Yorkshire, Britain 
• CS between Punjabi  
and English  
• Amplifying/reinforcing key points 
• Checking comprehension 
• Fostering shared social and 
cultural identity 
• Giving an explanation  
• Linguistic support 
• Providing access to lesson content 
• Providing individual support 
 
Kang (2008) • 1 EFL primary teacher 
• Grade 5 class 
• Seoul, Korea 
• CS between Korean and English  
• Classroom management 
• Discipline 
• Giving a translation 
• Giving an explanation 
• Giving instructions 
 
McGlynn and 
Martin (2009) 
• 1 bilingual primary teacher  
• Grade 6 Science class  
• The Gambia 
• CS between Mandinka, Wolof, and 
English  
• Checking comprehension 
• Classroom management 
• Discipline 
• Fostering shared social and 
cultural identity 
• Giving a translation 
• Humour 
• Reducing the level of formality 
 
Nagy and 
Robertson 
(2009) 
• 4 EFL primary teachers 
• 4 primary schools 
• Grades 3-6 
• Budapest, Hungary 
• CS between Hungarian and English  
• Classroom management 
• Discipline 
• Giving a translation 
• Giving instructions  
• Giving praise and encouragement 
 
Qian, Tian & 
Wang (2009) 
• 2 EFL primary teachers 
• Grades 1-4 
• Beijing, China 
• CS between Mandarin and English  
• Amplifying/reinforcing key points 
• Checking comprehension 
• Classroom management  
• Discipline 
• Giving a translation 
• Giving praise and encouragement 
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 Author(s) Research Context Summarised functions of code-switching & L1 use 
Rezvani and 
Rasekh (2011) 
• 4 EFL primary teachers 
• Children aged 12-16 
• Isfahan, Iran 
• CS between Farsi and English  
• Checking comprehension 
• Discipline 
• Giving a translation 
• Giving an explanation 
• Giving instructions 
• Giving praise and encouragement  
 
Inbar-Lourie 
(2010) 
• 6 EFL primary teachers 
• Children aged 6-8 
• Israel 
• CS between Hebrew, Arabic, and 
English   
 
 
 
• Checking comprehension 
• Classroom management 
• Giving an explanation 
• Giving praise and encouragement 
Jones (2014) • 13 multilingual primary teachers 
• Grades 1-7 maths & science classes 
• Kenya 
• CS between Sabaot, Kiswahili, and 
English  
• Checking comprehension 
• Classroom management 
• Discipline  
• Eliciting vocabulary 
• Giving an explanation  
• Giving praise and encouragement 
• Greeting learners 
• To unite learners  
 
 
 
A meta-analysis of the purposes of teacher code-switching in these eight 
studies reveals that 17 different purposes for code-switching were used by the 
teachers. Figure 2.1 below reveals that the most frequently occurring code-switching 
functions were checking comprehension, classroom management, and discipline 
which occurred in six of the eight selected studies. Other frequently occurring 
functions were giving explanations, translations, and praise and encouragement. Less 
commonly, teachers used their L1 for giving instructions, amplifying and reinforcing 
key points, and fostering a shared social and cultural identity. Other purposes of 
teacher code-switching occurred more infrequently. However, as Rezvani and 
Rasekh (2011) point out, these categorizations are representative only of the 
purposes of code-switching that were the most prevalent with others not being 
mentioned. Nevertheless, what these initial findings in the research studies indicate is 
the amount of time these primary teachers used their first language for classroom 
management purposes, making meaning clear for their learners, and offering them 
encouragement and praise along the way.  
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Figure 2.1. Number of studies in Table 2.2 in which the purpose of code-switching occurred. 
 
Additionally, these studies argue that teacher L1 use is a valuable resource for 
cultivating good teacher-learner relations and interactions, supports and nurtures 
effective learning habits, and facilitates L2 learning in young learners  (Conteh, 
2007; Inbar-Lourie, 2010; Qian et al., 2009; Rezvani and Rasekh, 2011). The 
teacher’s use of the L1 was also found to be influenced by the texts used in the 
classroom due to their linguistic and cognitive demands on the learners, and to 
maintain their learners’ interest in large classes of mixed abilities (Kang, 2008; Nagy 
and Robertson, 2009). Significantly, Inbar-Lourie (2010) concluded that the teachers 
she observed took an individualized approach to the language choices in their 
classroom talk, based on their own pedagogical reasoning. Consequently, she found 
that the teachers who used their L1 the most were confident in their teaching practice 
and did not apologize or appear guilty for using the L1 to a great extent when 
teaching English. Inbar-Lourie (2010) argues therefore that guidelines for L1 use 
should be made only as a “joint collaborative endeavour” (p.365) with stakeholders 
and teachers openly discussing issues surrounding L1 use in language classrooms.  
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To unite learners
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 Two of the reviewed studies in particular are notable given their similarities in 
terms of the linguistic context and language education policy in Vanuatu. Firstly, 
examining ‘English only’ language policy primary contexts, Jones (2014) explored 
the perceptions of 13 teachers from a primary school in western Kenya, regarding the 
language-education-policy in different grade levels. Here, similar to the educational 
context in Vanuatu, Jones (2014) documents that Kenya’s ‘ideal’ education language 
policy stipulates that the mother tongue, Sabaot, be used for the first three years of 
school with English being used as the dominant language of instruction after this. 
However, Jones (2014) found that in reality, the teachers of the lower primary classes 
‘individualized’ the language policy, advocating a “trilingual transitional policy” 
(p.28) whereby they aimed to transition learners from their mother tongue, to the 
national language Kiswahili, then to English. In contrast, the teachers in upper 
primary classes chose to abide more closely to Kenya’s ‘English only’ language 
policy and used Kiswahili to a decreasing extent with each successive grade level. As 
a result, Jones found, particularly in the lower grades, that due to the learners’ low 
English proficiency, code-switching was dominant in classroom discourse. Jones 
(2014) found therefore that the teachers made these language choices in their 
classroom talk in the effort to push the learners to learn and use English as fast as 
possible. This study highlights the importance these teachers placed on English, a 
language of Kenya’s colonial past, along with their national language Kiswahili, at 
the detriment of their mother tongue, Sabaot.  
Secondly, in another ‘English only’ context, this time in The Gambia, 
McGlynn and Martin (2009) report on a bilingual teacher’s use of the vernacular 
(L1) in a grade six science class where an English only policy is enforced across all 
schools; a sign on the observed classroom wall read ‘No Vernacular’. Through an 
analysis of the teacher’s classroom discourse, they found minimal use of code-
switching with the teacher adhering to the English only policy as much as possible. 
McGlynn and Martin (2009) argue that the purposes for the minimal use of code-
switching amid an English only policy highlight certain education conflicts and 
tensions. The most significant of these is their question of how far the learners 
comprehend the content of a lesson that is delivered in a language of instruction 
different to their L1. They also question the consequences this might have on the 
learner’s ability to attain higher education levels, particularly if the lesson content 
Chapter 2: Literature Review 47 
 affects the physical health and social well being of the children, as was the case of 
the science lesson being observed. McGlynn and Martin (2009) conclude with 
support for a possible change in the English only policy to allow the vernaculars 
(teachers’ and learners’ L1) to be included in education stating how this “should 
allow more students in many areas more access to lesson content” (p.153). However 
they acknowledge that further research is necessary on the use of vernaculars in the 
classroom exploring possible tensions and conflicts, if they are to have an official 
role within education.  
While these studies indicate the frequency and purposes of code-switching in 
primary EFL/ESL and ‘English only’ contexts internationally, an examination of the 
studies documenting how code-switching has been explored in the South Pacific 
context specifically now completes this review of code-switching research.  
2.2.4 Code-switching research in the South Pacific 
Amidst the shortage of studies focusing on teacher code-switching in EFL/ESL 
primary contexts, even fewer studies have explored code-switching in the South 
Pacific region; in fact, I found only two research studies in the published literature. 
The most notable of these was conducted by Willans (2011) who explored code-
switching between Bislama and English among learners in a Vanuatu secondary 
school. From her qualitative analysis of the classroom discourse, she found that 
despite education language policy at that time discouraging the use of Bislama in 
secondary classrooms, not only was code-switching between Bislama and English 
prevalent, but that Bislama was facilitative to learning. She thus argues that the 
Vanuatu government education policy at the time of writing was “detrimental to 
students’ academic progress” (Willans, 2011, p.24), and calls for language-in-
education policy that facilitates learning while preparing learners for meeting 
necessary linguistic demands in today’s globalized world. However, Willans’ (2011) 
study does not address ELL specifically, is limited to a secondary school context 
examining only three learners in a geography class and did not address the teacher’s 
use of code-switching.  
In an older study, Tamata (1996) examined the reasons for code-switching in 
two Fijian schools and found that teachers used code-switching for explaining 
difficult concepts, clarification, and reprimanding learners. However, despite general 
education policy for ‘English only’ across all schools, a distinction was found 
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 between the teachers’ use of English-Fijian code-switching in urban and rural 
schools. In urban schools, the use of code-switching in the classroom was frowned 
upon by teachers, and learners who code-switched were mocked by others, arguing 
that they were not speaking ‘proper English’. In rural schools however, code-
switching was found to be common practice among both teachers and learners and 
viewed as a necessary communicative strategy since the learners’ exposure to 
English was limited.  Tamata (1996) concludes by calling for the acceptance of code-
switching within ‘English only’ policy contexts as a “viable instructional and 
learning strategy” (p.100) for the purpose of enhancing understanding and the 
transmission of knowledge. However this study was also limited to a secondary 
school context and lacked analysis of recorded classroom data.  
In summary, while there is limited research examining code-switching and L1 
use in primary EFL/ESL, ‘English only’ and South Pacific contexts, these studies 
provide valuable insights in the degree the L1 is used and also the purpose for its use. 
Through either a thematic coding of the data or a discourse analysis of the classroom 
talk, generally it appears that in primary contexts, the L1 is used frequently, often for 
classroom management and facilitating understanding of new language, with some 
teachers using their L1 to foster cultural identity with their learners. These studies 
also indicate that despite prevailing language policy or guidelines being in place, 
primary teachers often ‘individualize’ their language choices according to their own 
pedagogical beliefs and what they perceive to be the needs of their learners. 
Additionally within the South Pacific context, the learners’ own language (namely 
Bislama and Fijian) was found to be conducive to learning and a valuable 
communicative strategy. However, these studies also highlight further gaps in the 
research, namely, exploring teachers and learners’ perceptions of L1 use in the 
English language classrooms. This study therefore contributes new knowledge to 
address these gaps as it explores the influences of Bislama on the young learners’ 
lexical choices in writing, and in doing so, also examines the teachers’ and learners’ 
perceptions of their use of Bislama in the classroom. I turn now to review the 
research surrounding lexical transfer.  
2.3 TRANSFER IN LANGUAGE LEARNING  
The concept of ‘transfer’ or ‘cross-linguistic influence’ (as it is now more 
commonly termed), has been a central and controversial topic in second language 
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 acquisition (SLA) for many years (Alonso Alonso, 2002; Long & Richards, 1989; 
Odlin, 1989). Today, it is widely accepted that transfer does occur, and there has 
been a recent plethora of published literature discussing the phenomenon (cf. 
Arabski, 2006; Benson, 2002; Cenoz, Hufeisen & Jessner, 2001; De Angelis & 
Dewaele, 2011; Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2010; Odlin, 2003; Ortega, 2009; Ringbom, 
2007; Ringbom and Jarvis, 2009; Sharwood-Smith & Kellerman, 1986). It has been 
acknowledged generally that transfer has a positive effect on L2 learning, and is not 
only concerned with errors, but appears to be on a continuum between linguistic 
distance and similarity. It includes notions of avoidance, borrowing, different rates of 
development, over and under production occurring at all levels, and can involve 
lexis, grammar, phonology, morphology and pragmatics (Alonso Alonso, 2002; 
Benson, 2002; Ortega, 2009; Ringbom, 2007).  
Despite the wide breadth of literature on transfer in general, in keeping with the 
focus of this case study, this section examines the concepts of language distance and 
similarity, and lexical transfer. These concepts are important given the fact that 
Bislama has an English lexifier and there are fears that Bislama causes negative 
transfer due to its lexical similarities to English.  
2.3.1 Language distance and similarity 
The concept of how ‘close’ the L1/L2 is from the TL is a widely acknowledged 
tenet with language transfer and is termed ‘language distance’ (Odlin, 1989), 
‘linguistic distance’ (Cenoz, 2001), ‘psychotypology’ (Kellerman, 1983), 
‘typological closeness’ and ‘typological distance’ (Sanchez, 2011), or ‘cross-
linguistic similarity’ (Ringbom, 2001; 2007). Although linguists may have a 
preference for which term they use, there is no difference in meaning between each 
of the terms since they all denote the occurrence of both differences and similarities 
between the languages in question (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2010). Therefore, in this case 
study, I use the terms language distance and cross-linguistic similarity 
interchangeably.  
Odlin (1989) defines language distance as simply “the degree of similarity 
between two languages” (p.32) whereas Jarvis and Pavlenko (2010) outline the 
phenomenon in terms of relationship and the degree of congruence between the 
L1/L2 and the TL. Ringbom (2007) on the other hand, rather than give a concise 
definition, prefers the term cross-linguistic similarity, and argues that it is integral to 
50 Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 language learning. He claims that prior knowledge is the foundation for successful 
learning, particularly language acquisition, so what is important for the language 
learner, is not the differences between the language they already know well and the 
TL, but what similarities exist that might augment learning. Hence Ringbom (2007) 
contends that learners actively look for similarities, namely any connections between 
the TL and their L1/L2, in order to facilitate learning. According to Ringbom (2007) 
therefore, these similarities provide “an essential aid, not a troublesome obstacle for 
learning a new language” (p.2).  
2.3.2 Learner perceptions of cross-linguistic similarity  
The key to the differences cross-linguistic similarity makes to language 
acquisition, is in how the similarities are perceived. As Ringbom and Jarvis (2009) 
outline, what is fundamental to language transfer is the learners’ process of 
“perceiving and making use of cross-linguistic similarities”, connecting these with 
the knowledge of the languages they already know well for the purpose of facilitating 
learning tasks. As Treffers-Daller (2012) also affirms, the learners’ perceptions of the 
similarities or differences between the TL and their L1, affects how transfer can be 
used as a learning strategy. Similarly, Odlin (1989) asserts that what can matter more 
in the classroom are the perceptions and subjective judgments of language distance 
by learners (and arguably teachers also) between the language(s) already known and 
the TL, as he states, “in any learner’s attempt to acquire a new language, language 
distance is ultimately in the eye of the beholder” (p.142).  
However Ringbom and Jarvis (2009) point out that the learners do not always 
perceive correctly since this is a subjective process happening in the learner’s mind, 
and the differences between actual similarities and assumed similarities can be 
significant. Three main reasons for why this happens include: 
• The learners’ failure to notice the quantity of actual similarities that exist 
• The learners’ misconceptions of the nature of numerous similarities which 
they do notice 
• The learners’ assumptions that there exist certain similarities between the 
languages (e.g. their L1 and the TL) which actually do not exist. 
(Adapted from Ringbom & Jarvis, 2009, p.107). 
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 Ringbom and Jarvis (2009) point out that the actual similarities that exist 
between languages are constants, regardless of time whereas the learner’s 
perceptions of similarities changes as their knowledge, proficiency and experiences 
of the TL increases.  
The degree to which learners perceive linguistic similarities and differences is 
largely determined by social context, particularly the contexts in which the L2 is 
spoken (Odlin, 1989). Consequently, environments that are more formal, academic 
and have a specific focus on the TL (such as a language classroom) are more likely 
to promote awareness for language differences through the use of different teaching 
strategies and materials, for example, creating posters listing false cognates (Odlin, 
1989). However, Odlin (1989) warns that while such classroom instruction can help 
ward against negative transfer occurring, this cannot always be avoided, especially if 
the learners inadequately comprehend the teacher’s instruction.  
 Regarding the effects of language distance or similarity on learning and 
production, Jarvis and Pavlenko (2010) map a process of learning whereby cross-
linguistic similarity has been found to be both beneficial and of no-effect, especially 
between languages that have a typologically13 close proximity. For example, 
vocabulary encountered in the TL can be “mentally matched” (Jarvis and Pavlenko, 
2010, p.176) and readily correlated to similar items in the L1/L2, and therefore be 
incorporated more readily in the learners’ developing knowledge of the TL. As 
Ringbom and Jarvis (2009) assert, learners “make use of intra-lingual similarities 
which are perceived from what they have already learnt of the target language” 
(p.106). However, Jarvis and Pavlenko (2010) point out that some of these 
correlations of similarity between the L1/L2 and the TL are not always correctly 
‘matched’, resulting in instances of possible negative transfer, and thus hindering 
learning.  
However, Lightbown and Spada (2006) explain that transfer from the learner’s 
L1 cannot always explain the errors in their writing since the “learners’ developing 
knowledge of the structure of the target language” (p.79) needs to also be taken into 
account. Referred to as ‘interlanguage’, this can show “characteristics of the learner’s 
13 ‘Typological’ refers to the classification of languages according to structural features or 
characteristics (Odlin, 1989). 
52 Chapter 2: Literature Review 
                                                 
 
 first language, characteristics of the second language, and some characteristics that 
seem to be very general” (Lightbown & Spada, 2006, p.201); for example, spelling 
errors can reflect the learners’ understanding of the TL, along with showing 
characteristics transferred from their L1. Hence Lightbown and Spada (2006) point 
out that this can be systematic, but also dynamic, indicating how the learners’ 
interlanguage changes and develops as they continue developing their knowledge of 
the L2.  
2.3.3 Lexical transfer 
Lexical transfer is defined by Jarvis and Pavlenko (2010) as the phenomenon 
occurring when word knowledge from one language influences the knowledge or 
choice of words used in another language. Jarvis (2009) opens up the definition of 
lexical transfer more specifically as “the influence that a person’s knowledge of one 
language has on that person’s recognition, interpretation, processing, storage and 
production of words in another language” (p.99). An obvious key concept in both of 
these definitions, and what also defines the scope of lexical transfer is language 
knowledge – specifically the knowledge of words in the language(s) that might 
influence the developing knowledge and use of another language (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 
2010). In terms of this case study, this would refer to the children’s word knowledge 
of Bislama. I discuss what it means to know a word in Section 2.4.1. 
 Regarding the definitions of positive and negative lexical transfer, negative 
lexical transfer can transpire when the use of false or deceptive cognates or other 
characteristics of the L1/L2 impede the learning of the TL (Loewen and Reinders, 
2011). In addition, Siegel (1999) defines negative transfer as confusion between the 
L1 and L2 or inappropriate use of the features of the L1 in the L2. In contrast, 
positive lexical transfer occurs when there are similarities between the languages, 
such as cognate vocabulary which act as a facilitating influence on the learning and 
use of the L2/L3 (Llach, 2010; Odlin, 1989). However, Ortega (2009, p.42) points 
out that while knowledge of the L1 can “lead to successful choices that raise no flags 
for teachers” in language production and so improve the rate of learning, they are not 
easy to identify and therefore are often ignored. According to Ortega (2009), the 
opposite is true of negative transfer which is more observable and for that reason, has 
been a larger focus of transfer research.  
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 Both Jarvis and Pavlenko (2010) and Ringbom (2001) differentiate between 
two different types of lexical transfer: transfer of form, or ‘formal lexical transfer’, 
and transfer of meaning, or ‘semantic lexical transfer’. Formal lexical transfer 
transpires when learners assume morphophonological similarities between the 
language(s) they already know (L1 and/or L2) and the language they are learning (L2 
or L3). In other words, the more alike and comparable the languages in terms of 
morphology or phonology (e.g. spelling and sound), the more the learners assume 
there are similarities of lexical form (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2010). For example, smok 
/smɒk/ in Bislama looks and sounds very similar to smoke in English, and only 
differs slightly in terms of pronunciation and spelling. Additionally, Jarvis and 
Pavlenko (2010) point out that the assumed similarities of form can be observed, 
either by hearing phonological similarities or seeing morphological similarities (such 
as, in spelling). This can result in ‘coining’ or ‘foreignizing’ whereby learners might 
coin a new word or blend words together by taking a word from the L1/L2 and 
adapting it with morphophonological principles of the TL (Cenoz, 2001; Ringbom, 
2001). In other instances, learners might use a false or deceptive cognate – often 
termed ‘false friends’ (Loewen and Reinders, 2011) – where the form is similar, but 
the meaning is different, as Ringbom (2001) explains, “the linguistic form of the 
word is very much in the foreground: the learner activates, or is influenced by, a 
formally similar L1-word or L2-word instead of the intended one” (p.60).  
 Semantic lexical transfer occurs when the meaning of a word or phrase in the 
L1 (or L2, if highly proficient) influences the use of a word or phrase in the TL  
which is different from the proper or intended word; there is no formal similarity 
(Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2010; Ringbom, 2001). As Jarvis and Pavlenko (2010) explain, 
learners “assume a semantic equivalence between words in the new language and 
their perceived translation counterparts in a language already known… L1 meanings 
tend to underlie L2 words until the learner has become highly proficient in the L2” 
(p.78). For example, Ringbom (2001, p.64) cites an instance whereby a Finnish 
learner of English transferred meaning from a word in their L1 (i.e. namely ‘kieli’, 
meaning both ‘tongue’ and ‘language’) to a word in the TL which bears no formal 
resemblance to the Finish word: “He bit himself in the language”. In contrast to 
formal lexical transfer then where similarities are ‘external’ whereby they are pre-
observed by the learners, semantic transfer is ‘internal’ and can show indications of 
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 the ‘thinking’ behind the L1. Thus, Jarvis and Pavlenko (2010) point out that this 
type of lexical transfer is harder to discern since there are no formal errors to note.  
 However, despite these two distinct types of transfer, Jarvis and Pavlenko 
(2010) report that often, formal lexical transfer and semantic lexical transfer can co-
occur, making it hard to distinguish between the two. For example, if a Ni-Vanuatu 
writes: ‘it was a shark that choke the string’, it is likely that the writer has associated 
the English word ‘choke’ with both the form and meaning of the Bislama word ‘jok’ 
which in this context means ‘to jerk’ or ‘pull’. (This instance of lexical transfer is 
discussed further in Chapter 6, Section 6.2.1). However, while these co-occurrences 
of the two different types of lexical transfer often eventuate, Jarvis and Pavlenko 
(2010) report that the more similar the L1 (or L2) is to the TL, such as Bislama and 
English, the more likely formal lexical transfer will occur, rather than semantic 
lexical transfer.  
2.3.4 Lexical transfer in L2 writing 
Despite the plethora of research focusing on language transfer in general, few 
studies examine lexical transfer in the written production of young learners. From the 
available research, one particular study is notable for its findings. Llach (2005) 
examined the lexical errors of 109 learners in two schools in Germany and Spain 
where English is learnt as a foreign language. She compared the lexical errors 
between the German and Spanish learners from a timed (15 min) writing task where 
the learners were asked to write about themselves. Overall, Llach (2005) found that 
although the same types of lexical errors were produced by both groups of students, 
the German learners produced far more lexical errors than the Spanish learners with 
spelling errors outweighing word choice errors. This Llach (2005) explains, was due 
to the close lexical similarities between German and English whereby the learners 
overlooked numerous orthographical and phonological differences between German 
and English, in such words as “fish/Fisch [and] brother/Bruder” (p.8), and 
consequently used German spelling conventions in their English writing. Llach 
(2005) concludes therefore that the close lexical proximity between German and 
English allowed more opportunity for lexical transfer to eventuate. Llach (2005) 
proposes therefore that learners would benefit if teachers highlight the differences 
and similarities between the learners’ L1 and the TL, as this would improve 
vocabulary learning and use in the TL along with improving the learners’ confidence 
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 and motivation in using the TL. However, a question of validity arises with these 
results since for these young German learners, it was the first time they were asked to 
write an English text, thus resulting in perhaps more L1 transfer than expected. 
Similarly, Otwinowaska-Kasztelanic’s (2011) study also provides similar 
insights although her study focused on adults, rather than children. Underpinned by 
affordance theory (see Chapter 3, Section 3.5), which she defines as “the perceived 
opportunities for action provided for the observer by an environment” (p.2), her 
survey of Polish learners of English found that their level of the TL was relative to 
how much they perceived linguistic affordances. While she found that most learners 
generally were not aware of the existence of cognates between Polish and English, 
perceiving the two languages to be typologically distant, the lower level learners 
tended to notice only formal similarities in the lexicon. However, among the learners 
surveyed who were multilingual, it was found that they were not only aware of 
numerous cognates, but used them intentionally as a learning strategy. Otwinowaska-
Kasztelanic (2011) inferred therefore that the multilingual learners utilized a 
diversity of affordances which the cognate vocabulary offered. She thus concludes 
that successful language learning is dependent on the learners’ ability to perceive 
affordances and use them accordingly. Therefore, similar to Llach (2005), 
Otwinowaska-Kasztelanic (2011) calls for teachers to not only be more aware of 
linguistic affordances themselves, but for language learners to be trained to identify 
and intentionally use cross-linguistic similarities as a learning strategy in order to 
utilize the potential affordances linguistic similarities have to offer. 
 Other research on lexical transfer in L2 writing of young learners found that 
transfer was used as a compensatory strategy with younger, or lower proficiency 
learners relying more heavily on their L1 (or L2 if learning English as an L3) to 
compensate for the TL words they do not know (Navés, Miralpeix & Celaya, 2005; 
Olsen, 1999). In particular, Celaya (2007) found that with older learners, lexical 
inventions increased and borrowings decreased. The explanation offered for this 
occurrence was that although more proficient learners’ increasing knowledge of the 
TL affords opportunity to rely less on borrowing and apply the linguistic rules of the 
TL, these rules can be applied incorrectly in their language production (Celaya, 
2007).  
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 Overall, the limited research available reveals a focus on negative transfer with 
all the analysed texts having been elicited in test-like conditions and the findings 
drawn from only one piece of writing from each learner (Llach, 2005; Navés, 
Miralpeix & Celaya, 2005; Olsen, 1999). This provides only limited evidence on 
which to base conclusions on the nature and extent of the lexical transfer occurring. 
Additionally, questions of validity and reliability remain regarding the chosen 
content for some of the elicited texts (talking about yourself) (Llach, 2005; Navés, 
Miralpeix & Celaya, 2005) which arguably only show a limited view of the learners’ 
language knowledge. Therefore, there appears to be notable gaps in the existing 
research on lexical transfer that examine children’s writing. There also seems to be a 
vacuum of studies that examine writing which directly relates to curriculum 
outcomes, includes a wider breadth of contexts and genres over a period of time, and 
writing completed in natural classroom conditions that do not resemble a test. This 
case study therefore aims to contribute towards a deeper understanding of lexical 
transfer in children’s L2 writing.  
2.4 VOCABULARY AND WRITING OF YOUNG SECOND LANGUAGE 
LEARNERS   
The teaching and learning of L2 vocabulary and writing for both adult and 
young English language learners has seen a plethora of literature and research 
offering instructional advice, various teaching and learning strategies, assessment 
guidelines, information about word knowledge, and designing vocabulary and 
literacy courses and programs (for example: Cameron, 2001; Ganske, 2014; Graves, 
August & Mancilla-Martinez, 2013; Linse, 2005; Nation, 1990; 2001; Pinter, 2006; 
Schmitt, 2000; Thornbury, 2002; Tompkins, Campbell & Green, 2012). Despite the 
vast amount of literature available on the teaching and learning of vocabulary, the 
literature in this section has been selected for reasons of space and to maintain 
alignment with the focus of this case study. Firstly I explore what it means to know a 
word, followed by a brief overview of vocabulary instruction and communicating 
meaning, before discussing the characteristics and challenges of children’s L2 
writing. Finally, I examine a number of research studies, exploring the links between 
the young learners’ choices of vocabulary and their quality of writing. These issues 
have particular relevance to this research in terms of the analysis and discussion of 
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 the teachers’ talk and their pedagogical approach to teaching vocabulary, along with 
the writing samples of the Ni-Vanuatu young learners.  
2.4.1 What it means to know a word 
As outlined earlier in section 2.3.3, what it means to know a word defines the 
scope of lexical transfer since word knowledge from one language (e.g. L1) can 
influence the knowledge or choice of words used in another language (e.g. L2) 
(Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2010). In this case study, this would refer to the children’s word 
knowledge of Bislama, and how this influences the lexical choices they make in their 
writing.   
 The characteristics of word knowledge have been generalized simply as being 
familiar with all the word’s attributes (Laufer, 1997). However, according to the 
work of numerous scholars (cf. Cameron, 2001; Laufer, 1997; Nation, 1990; 2001; 
Pinter, 2006; Richards, 1976; Ringbom, 1987; Schmitt, 1995; 2000; Tompkins et al., 
2012), lexical knowledge entails significant complexity. This work has been 
synthesized and visualized in Table 2.3 below into a word knowledge framework 
which includes the characteristics of word knowledge itself, along with an indicative 
measure of the depth of this word knowledge, documented from the work of 
Ringbom (1987) and Tompkins et al. (2012). The purpose of Table 2.3 is to 
succinctly theorize what is entailed in knowing a word in order to highlight the depth 
and complexity involved in learning vocabulary, regardless of whether that 
vocabulary is the first, second, third (and so forth) language being learnt. Although 
discussion on what it means to know a word can be found in much of the literature 
with some scholars proposing various word knowledge frameworks (cf. Nation, 
1990; 2001; Ringbom, 1987; Schmitt, 1995; Tompkins et al., 2012), none of these 
studies have combined the characteristics of word knowledge with the varying 
degrees of word knowledge visually. However, while this degree of word knowledge 
has been labelled as a continuum in the table reflecting Ringbom’s (1987) own 
continua of lexical knowledge (discussed further below), there remains a stark 
contrast between little or no lexical knowledge and a complete lexical knowledge. 
Therefore, while Table 2.3 presents a synthesis of what it means to know a word, its 
purpose as a measure of a learner’s lexical knowledge is problematic. For this reason, 
this table was not used to analyze the participants’ level of word knowledge in their 
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 writing samples. Table 2.3 does however provide a starting point for exploring the 
extent of knowledge that a single word entails. 
On the left side of the table is a synthesis of the characteristics of word 
knowledge, collated from a number of scholars (Cameron, 2001; Laufer, 1997; 
Nation, 1990; 2001; Pinter, 2006; Richards, 1976; Ringbom, 1987; Schmitt, 1995; 
2000). These characteristics of word knowledge have been separated between 
knowledge of form, meaning and use, and further broken down into the relative 
features of each aspect of knowledge (for example, noting the differences in 
knowledge between morphophonology and syntax within the aspect of ‘form’). 
While this list does not claim to be an exhaustive collection of characteristics, it 
provides the main characteristics of word knowledge necessary for developing a 
comprehensive knowledge of new vocabulary.  
At the top of the table and foundational to the characteristics and depth of word 
knowledge, is Nation’s (1990; 2001) distinction between receptive and productive 
knowledge of a word. Receptive knowledge includes being able to identify a word 
when it is either seen or heard, judge its correctness of form while discerning its form 
from other similar words, recollecting its meaning within different contexts, and 
recalling associations with other words (Nation, 1990; 2001). Productive knowledge 
extends receptive knowledge to include how it is pronounced and spelt, how it is 
used grammatically within sentences and discourse, how it is used contextually and 
semantically with its collocations, synonyms, antonyms, and finally pragmatically 
(Nation, 1990; 2001). While these aspects of word knowledge sit at the top of the 
table in order to keep the design of the table simple and concise, in reality, they both 
run concurrently through the entire continuum of the different levels of lexical 
knowledge. 
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 Table 2.3 
Word Knowledge Framework: A synthesis from the literature  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Characteristics of Word Knowledge 
Adapted from:  
Cameron, 2001, p.77, 78; Laufer, 1997, p.141; 
Nation, 1990, p.31; 2001, p.27; Pinter, 2006; 
Richards, 1976, p.85; Ringbom, 1987, p.37; Schmitt, 
1995, p.86 
 
Depth of Word Knowledge Continuum 
Adapted from:  
Nation, 1990, p.31-21; 2001, p.26,28; Ringbom, 1987, p.37; Tompkins, 
Campbell & Green, 2012, p.250 
Receptive Knowledge: 
• Identifying a word when it is seen 
or heard 
• Correctly judging correctness of 
form 
• Discerning its form from similar 
words 
• Recollecting its meaning in 
different contexts 
• Recalling associations with other 
words 
 
Productive Knowledge: 
Extends receptive knowledge to 
include how the word is: 
• Pronounced 
• Spelt 
• Used grammatically within 
sentences & discourse 
• Used contextually 
• Used semantically 
• Used with its collocations, 
synonyms, antonyms 
Initial recognition: 
Learners have seen or 
heard the word or can 
pronounce it, but they 
do not know the 
meaning or how to use 
it 
 
Partial word 
knowledge: 
Learners know one 
meaning of the word 
and can use it in a 
spoken or written 
sentence 
 
Full word 
knowledge: 
Learners know more 
than one meaning and 
can use it in several 
ways in speaking and 
writing 
Form:  
• Sound* 
• Spelling* 
• Grammatical 
structure 
 
Morphophonology: 
• Spoken (phonology) 
• Written (orthography) 
• Word parts & structure; 
derivative forms (morphology) 
 
U
nk
no
w
n 
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 L
ea
rn
er
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ni
ze
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Knows one 
form of word 
 
 
Knows word in some 
of its forms (spoken, 
written, inflected) 
 
 
 
Knows all the possible 
derivations of a word 
Syntax: 
• Syntactic behaviour, patterns & 
positions 
• Grammatical 
patterns/connections 
• Parts-of-speech (metalinguistics) 
 
 
Knows little/no 
syntactic 
constraints 
 
Knows some 
constraints 
 
 
Knows all syntactic 
constraints 
Meaning: 
• Relation to 
other concepts 
and words 
• Context* 
Semantics: 
• Conceptual meaning 
• Multiplicity of meaning 
• Referential meaning 
• Metaphorical meaning 
• Pragmatic meaning 
 
 
Knows 
approximate 
meaning only  
 
Knows one meaning 
only 
 
 
Knows all possible 
meanings 
Collocations & Associations: 
• Lexical sets, e.g. collections* 
• Lexical relations, e.g. 
collocations, synonymy, 
antonymy, hyponymy 
• Networks of associations 
(positive & negative connotations) 
 
 
Knows little/no 
collocational or 
associative 
constraints 
 
Knows some 
collocational and/or 
associative constraints 
 
 
Knows all 
collocational and 
associative constraints 
Use: 
• Patterns of 
occurrence 
• Types of 
language use 
• Functions* 
Accessibility: 
• Frequency & probability of word 
use 
• Limitations of word use 
• Appropriateness 
• Constraints on word use 
• Pragmatic use 
• Register  
 
 
Word is accessible within 
specific context only 
 
Word is accessible 
regardless of context 
Terms marked with an asterix (*) are often areas of word knowledge which are limited for many very young foreign language 
learners (Cameron, 2001; Pinter 2006) 
 
 
 
60 Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 Below this, are Tompkins et al.’s (2012, p.250) summary of how word 
knowledge, particularly in young learners, is developed gradually. They outline four 
levels of lexical knowledge: 
1. Unknown word: Students do not recognize the word 
2. Initial recognition: Students have seen or heard the word or can pronounce 
it, but they do not know the meaning. 
3. Partial word knowledge: students know one meaning of the word and can 
use it in a sentence. 
4. Full word knowledge: students know more than one meaning of the word 
and can use it in several ways. 
Tompkins et al. (2012) report that when children reach level three (partial word 
knowledge), the word is usually understood in the correct context and is often used in 
writing. In Table 2.3, this summary provides a theoretical basis from which to 
understand and measure Ringbom’s (1987) continuum of depth of word knowledge.  
Ringbom (1987), views word knowledge as not being a simple dichotomy 
between knowing or not knowing a word, but is variable with different degrees of 
knowledge of different linguistic dimensions. To illustrate, Ringbom (1987) posits 
lexical knowledge on a continuum, from no knowledge to full knowledge of the 
following dimensions: accessibility, morphophonology, syntax, semantics, 
collocation and association. Within each of these dimensions, Ringbom (1987, p.37) 
proposes degrees of knowledge, for example within ‘semantics’, the learner “knows 
approximate meaning only”, to knowing “one meaning only”, and finally knowing 
“all possible meanings”. However, as mentioned earlier, there are stark contrasts 
between these degrees which is problematic for using this model as a framework for 
measuring the depth of knowledge attained. Figure 2.2 provides full details of these 
continua.  
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Figure 2.2. Ringbom’s (1987, p.37) continua of lexical knowledge (Reproduced here verbatim). 
 
Thus, Ringbom (1987) argues that lexical knowledge is a “set of systems” 
(p.36), used for both producing and comprehending the TL, although this is not 
explained in further detail. He quotes Faerch, Haastrup and Philipson (1984, p.100) 
to conclude his arguments, stating that “we should think of vocabulary knowledge as 
a continuum between ability to make sense of a word and the ability to activate the 
word automatically for productive purposes”. Laufer (1997) also claims that the 
knowledge of a word may be partial, and Cameron (2001) argues that “word 
knowledge is always… a matter of degree, rather than all or nothing” (p.76).  
In terms of learning, Ringbom (1987) positions the presence of cross-linguistic 
influence as being at the lower end of the continuum, particularly within semantics 
and morphophonology where learners search for similarities between their L1 and 
the TL in order to help them make sense of the new vocabulary. As visualized in 
Table 2.3, this may likely occur within Tompkins et al.’s (2012) ‘Initial Recognition’ 
and ‘Partial Word Knowledge’ levels of lexical knowledge. In contrast, Ringbom 
(1987) argues that learners who are in the middle of the continuum aiming for 
‘native’-like proficiency will need to develop their lexical knowledge from their TL 
since no help is available from cross-linguistic similarities in their L1. According to 
Ringbom’s (1987) arguments regarding lexical knowledge therefore, cross-linguistic 
influence only occurs among learners with a lower proficiency in the TL. If this is 
correct, then it is expected that cross-linguistic influence will be evident in the lexical 
choices of the writing samples of the young learners in this case study, although it is 
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 uncertain if these instances of cross-linguistic influence will give indications of the 
children’s lexical knowledge in return.  
Examining the development of word knowledge from a different perspective, 
Pinter (2006) argues that for young learners, the distinction between vocabulary and 
grammar is minimal until they grow older and their awareness of different linguistic 
features increases where they can separate grammatical and lexical features. She 
explains, 
When children learn their first chunks of language, these often combine both 
grammatical patterns and lexis. Younger children, in particular, are not ready 
for or interested in thinking about the language system or manipulating the 
language so as to separate lexical items out of structures. They are interested 
in the meaning and function of new language more holistically, in order to 
play a game, sing a song, or act out a story (Pinter, 2006, p.84). 
According to Pinter (2006) then, for younger learners, word knowledge appears 
to be associated more with the context and functions in which the words are used, 
rather than from a linguistic perspective, as is often found with adults. Nevertheless, 
Pinter (2006) adds that as children advance in their lexical knowledge, knowing a 
word entails correct spelling and grammatical information such as its lexical 
category, collocations and related antonyms and synonyms. As Cameron (2001) 
concludes, older children recognize both concrete and abstract connections between 
words, learn to classify and categorize, and compare and contrast as their word 
knowledge develops; while younger children’s lexical knowledge is more limited to 
collections of words which can be directly associated with what can be seen or 
touched. 
 Finally, Nation (2001) notes the ‘learning burden’ of new vocabulary which 
he defines as “the amount of effort required to learn” the new word (p.23). Nation 
(2001) explains that the learning burden of vocabulary is light (that is, relatively easy 
and manageable) when the new vocabulary has similar phonological, orthographical, 
semantic, and grammatical features to the learners’ first language – such as the case 
with Bislama and English. In contrast, the learning of vocabulary would be 
comparably more difficult when the TL and the L1 are more typologically and 
semantically distant (Nation, 2001). Nation (2001) therefore counsels teachers to be 
able to recognize and estimate the degree of learning burden for all aspects of word 
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 knowledge, and be able to reduce it by making explicit links between the TL and the 
learners’ first language, for example by highlighting similarities and differences. 
Furthermore, Nation (1990) argues that making such comparisons allows learners to 
examine the nature of language itself and how it ‘works’. This recommendation 
closely corresponds with Llach’s (2005) similar proposal for teachers to do likewise 
in order to develop vocabulary learning and improve the learners’ confidence and 
motivation to learn. Following this overview of what it means to know a word, I turn 
now to discuss how this word knowledge can be imparted to second/foreign language 
learners.  
2.4.2 An overview of vocabulary instruction and communicating meaning 
A number of scholars provide comprehensive and detailed guidance for 
teaching vocabulary to both young and adult language learners (cf. Graves, August & 
Mancilla-Martinez, 2013; Ganske, 2014; Nation, 1990; 2001; Schmitt, 2000; 
Thornbury, 2002). For reasons of space, and given the focus of this study, I will 
focus here on the pedagogical considerations for direct vocabulary instruction, 
providing rich vocabulary instruction, and how meaning is communicated through 
the use of L1 translations, and definitions and explanations in the L2. While it is 
beyond the scope of this study to present here vocabulary teaching and learning 
activities and strategies, I complete this section by examining the use of cognates as a 
strategy for building word knowledge.  
2.4.2.1 Pedagogical considerations for teaching vocabulary  
Direct vocabulary instruction involves teaching of the word’s form (i.e. 
phonology, orthography, morphology), its meaning (e.g. conceptual, pragmatic, 
collocations & associations) and its use in various contexts (e.g. pragmatically, 
appropriateness) (Nation, 1990; 2001; Schmitt, 2010). This can be done through 
modelling the pronunciation, marking significant word features, putting words in 
meaningful contexts, and simplifying the communication of meaning through 
translations, definitions and explanations (Cameron, 2001; Pinter, 2006; Nation, 
1990; 2001; Tharp & Gallimore, 1988; Woods et al., 1976). Consequently, it has 
been noted that learning vocabulary is a cumulative process and incremental whereby 
word knowledge needs to be built over time; a teacher cannot expect his/her learners 
to have full knowledge of a word after only one encounter with it (Nation, 2001; 
Schmitt, 2010). Therefore both Nation (2001) and Thornbury (2002) caution teachers 
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 when introducing or explaining new words for the first time, to not teach too many 
words or too much about the new words at any time, or spend too long on vocabulary 
teaching at the detriment of other skills practice. Repetition and recycling therefore is 
a crucial aspect of vocabulary teaching, due to the scope of word knowledge 
necessary to learn a word with each encounter with the new word effectively 
deepening the knowledge previously learnt (Nation, 2001; Schmitt, 2010).  Thus, in 
terms of helping the learners remember the new vocabulary, teachers can engage 
their learners, elicit meaning rather than give it, and so hold their attention and 
motivate them to contribute in some way, resulting in the learners working harder 
and the learning being more memorable (Nation, 1990; Thornbury, 2002).  
2.4.2.2 Richness of vocabulary instruction 
Given the fact that many L2 learners have very little exposure to the L2 outside 
the classroom, such as children learning English in rural Vanuatu, Graves et al. 
(2013), assert that it is crucial for teachers to provide their learners with as much 
variety of rich experiences with vocabulary as possible. Nation (2001) explains that 
providing rich vocabulary instruction means giving more time to explicit vocabulary 
teaching by expounding on the different characteristics of lexical knowledge of the 
words being learnt. From their research of several vocabulary studies, Graves et al. 
(2013) found various vocabulary teaching methods which when combined, provide 
varying degrees of richness in vocabulary instruction. These are summarized as: 
• At the most basic and limited level: Teachers provide only definitions 
• At a minimum level: Teachers incorporate contextual information within a 
definition  
• At a useful and more powerful level: Teachers involve the activation of 
learners’ prior knowledge, along with activities that contrast and compare 
words, e.g. semantic mapping 
• At the most robust level: Teachers provide explicit vocabulary instruction 
which includes definitions and frequent exposure to vocabulary within a 
wider variety of contexts over time, and the incorporation of activities 
allowing opportunities for deeper word processing 
(Adapted from Graves et al., 2013, p.22-23) 
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 What Graves et al. (2013) contribute here therefore is an indication of different 
vocabulary teaching methods that can be used in the classroom for providing rich 
vocabulary instruction – the more methods applied in practice, the richer and more 
robust the vocabulary teaching and learning. However, it is not clear from this list if 
any combination of these elements will be helpful, or if they lie on a continuum. 
Nevertheless, Graves et al. (2013) acknowledge that a particular drawback of the 
most robust and rich vocabulary instruction is the cost of time it takes for applying 
all these teaching methods with each new word. It stands to reason therefore that 
teachers need to be selective, not only with what methods are used when teaching 
vocabulary in order to be time efficient, but also to be selective in terms of which 
vocabulary is given more teaching time. As Nation (2001) points out, rich 
vocabulary instruction “must be used only with appropriate vocabulary… with an 
allocation of time that does not disadvantage other strands” (p.97). 
2.4.2.3 Communicating vocabulary meaning  
In terms of communicating meaning, two acceptable and popular methods are 
the use of L1 translations, and providing definitions or explanations given in the L2, 
although there are numerous ways this can be done, for example by using visuals, 
audio, dictionaries, corpora, texts, and demonstrations (Schmitt, 2010; Thornbury, 
2002). 
Firstly, L1 translations are viewed as a simple form of definition, providing 
precise and direct meaning that can be contextualized within a familiar situation for 
the learners (Nation, 2001). Translations then have the advantage of being quick, 
economical, succinct and convey meaning in a way that is immediately understood 
(Nation, 1990; 2001; Thornbury, 2002). As Thornbury (2002) points out, translation 
can often be used for the purpose of quickly checking that the learners have 
understood the vocabulary meaning. Additionally, G. Cook (2007) asserts that 
translations are useful “cognitively, as an aid to language acquisition, pedagogically, 
as a motivating factor, and functionally, as a needed skill” (p.398). However, 
translations have also been criticized for being useless, reducing exposure to the L2, 
encouraging too much talk in the L1, producing lessons that focus on form and 
accuracy rather than function and fluency, and giving a false impression that there 
are exact equivalents between the L1 and the L2 (G. Cook, 2007; Nation, 1990; 
2001; Thornbury, 2002). Widdowson (2003) on the other hand points out that in the 
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 language classroom, learners frequently use translation, either through the use of 
bilingual dictionaries or with their friends for the purpose of learning or clarifying 
vocabulary meaning, even if teachers try to keep the L1 separated from their L2. G. 
Cook (2007) argues therefore that translation is a natural phenomenon of language 
teaching and should be embraced and harnessed as a way of improving vocabulary 
learning.   
Secondly, definitions and explanations (given in the L2) are defined as 
providing concise interpretations of vocabulary meaning that are simple, specific and 
direct with no ambiguity which can be contextualized within a familiar situation or 
scenario (Nation, 1990; 2001; Thornbury, 2002). Indeed, as Thornbury (2002) points 
out, a particular advantage of providing a verbal definition or explanation is the 
opportunity to contextualize the word in a familiar situation or scenario which has 
the benefit of being more tangible for the learner and therefore possibly more 
memorable. Thus, through the use of synonyms, antonyms, paraphrases, 
exemplifications, functions, associations and classifications, definitions and 
explanations have the advantage of helping learners see how the vocabulary can be 
used in terms of grammatical form and meaningful contexts, along with building 
knowledge of other vocabulary with which the TL is associated (Nation, 1990; 2001; 
Thornbury, 2002). As Nation (2001) highlights, knowledge of collocations, word 
associations and finding opposites serve to both build semantic and contextual 
meaning of the target vocabulary, and also indicate the depth of word knowledge 
learners have about particular vocabulary. Furthermore, providing a verbal definition 
or explanation of the word simultaneously with the learners seeing or hearing the 
word helps to develop a “form-meaning connection” (Nation, 2001, p.48) which is 
important for allowing learners to cognitively make connections between the word’s 
meaning and its form (Thornbury, 2002). Schmitt (2010) points out this can often 
occur when the words are first introduced, thus as Nation (2001) argues, it is very 
helpful for learners to visually see the word’s form and meaning simultaneously at 
the initial stages of learning. For the purpose of this study, the differences between a 
definition and an explanation are understood in terms of the length of time it takes to 
communicate. While they both have the same characteristics, a definition is classified 
in this study as being shorter and more concise, such as giving a synonym, or a short 
paraphrase (Nation, 2001). In contrast, an explanation is understood as taking more 
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 time and often may be more contextualized within a situation or scenario familiar to 
the students (Thornbury, 2002); this is outlined in more detail in Section 4.4.1. 
2.4.2.4 Applying knowledge of cognates in vocabulary instruction 
Finally, it has been acknowledged that making the most of cognate vocabulary 
(words in the L2 that have similar spelling, meaning and sometimes pronunciation to 
words in the L1) is a useful and practical strategy for building word knowledge and 
communicating meaning (Ganske, 2014; Graves et al., 2013). As Lightbown and 
Spada (2006) contend, vocabulary development can be enhanced through learners 
being made aware of cognates, but caution teachers not to assume that their learners 
will easily recognize these in the second or foreign language they are learning; 
indeed explicit guidance in their use may be crucial. Similarly, Benson (2002) claims 
that “consciousness-raising can be valuable” (p.70) when teachers explicitly point 
out differences between the learners’ L1 and L2 and encourage their learners to 
capitalize on any similarities. Additionally, Schneider (2011) points out the benefit of 
how language learners can make conscious connections between their L1 and a new 
word in the TL as a strategy for vocabulary learning.  
While many recommendations have been made for explicitly highlighting 
cognates in vocabulary instruction within contexts where there are numerous Spanish 
speakers learning English (such as in the USA), they are particularly pertinent for 
this case study. Firstly, Graves et al. (2013) claim that teaching children to take 
advantage of their knowledge of cognates is a “powerful tool” (p.94), particularly for 
vocabulary instruction since they allow learners to examine and compare form and 
meaning and make connections with other words. Graves et al. (2013) recommend 
therefore that the following teaching activities may be helpful for learners to draw on 
their L1 knowledge in useful ways: 
• Briefly explaining what cognates are 
• Giving students an opportunity to find cognates in authentic text, and 
• Helping students realize that while cognates are similar in sound, spelling 
and meaning, there are degrees of similarity between cognates.  
(Adapted from Graves et al., 2013, p.94) 
However, while Graves et al. (2013) suggest that learners “are more likely to 
recognize cognate pairs that sound alike and are spelled alike” (p.94), they warn of 
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 the danger of falling into issues with false cognates whereby some cognates may 
look and sound similar but the meanings may be different. They thus offer two 
simple classroom activities (refer to Graves et al., 2013, p.95) as examples that 
provide an opportunity for learners to: (1) brainstorm words in English that look or 
sound similar to words in Spanish, then identify if these are true or false cognates; 
and (2) find cognates in a short reading passage, then write down the words in a 
separate column for each language (one column for English, another column for 
Spanish), and finally compare these words for differences of form (specifically, 
letters that are different), and identify any differences of meaning.  
Similarly, Ganske (2014) recommends teaching young English language 
learners to identify cognates through read-alouds, such as big-book or shared reading 
where “teachers read a segment of text that contains a cognate, stop to ask students 
whether they heard (or saw) any words that sounded (or looked) familiar, and discuss 
the students’ responses” (p.147). Additionally, like Graves et al. (2014) she suggests 
that teachers can also facilitate ‘word hunts’ or use a cognate dictionary, if available, 
in order to find cognates. 
Furthermore, Jiménez (2014) also advocates the study of cognate relationships 
within vocabulary instruction and claims that highlighting morphological differences 
is helpful for building word knowledge in both languages (L1 & L2), and encourages 
learners to explore other similar patterns. However, like Graves et al. (2013) he 
cautions teachers to carefully monitor their learners’ progress to ensure they are not 
assigning the same meaning for words that might at first appear as cognates, but are 
in fact false cognates. Using the example of the English word ‘direction’ and the 
Spanish word ‘dirección’, he highlights how easily Spanish speaking children might 
assign the meaning of the English word ‘direction’ to be the same as it is in Spanish, 
namely ‘address’. He advises teachers therefore to review their learners’ reasoning 
and assist them to examine the words in context in order to help them avoid false 
cognate errors. Jiménez (2014) thus claims that such vocabulary instruction helps to 
build not only word knowledge of both languages but also metalinguistic knowledge 
and improve the learners’ level of comprehension.  
In summary, a number of pedagogical considerations have been put forward for 
teaching vocabulary, namely ensuring that word form, meaning and use are taught 
over time, gradually building knowledge of the word along the way, using elicitation 
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 techniques to involve and engage learners, and encouraging them to contribute in 
different ways. Additionally, it has been strongly advised that teachers provide as 
much rich vocabulary instruction as possible using a variety of teaching methods to 
ensure that a deeper and richer knowledge of words are learnt. In regard to 
communicating meaning, despite the concerns of some regarding L1 translations, it 
appears that translations, definitions and explanations are beneficial in the 
cumulative process of building knowledge of the word’s form, meaning and use. 
This appears to be particularly beneficial when exposure to previously learnt words 
is repeated and when the learners are actively engaged with meaning being elicited 
rather than being given. Finally, it has been proposed that providing instruction that 
explores cognates between the learners’ L1 and L2 is particularly helpful for learners 
whose L1 and L2 have numerous lexical similarities, such as English and Bislama. 
This is discussed further in Chapter 7 where I make a number of recommendations as 
a result of this case study.  Following this overview of vocabulary instruction, the 
challenges and characteristics of young learners’ writing – a product that provides 
graphic indications of their vocabulary knowledge – will be examined.  
2.4.3 Characteristics and challenges of children’s L2 writing  
A combination of process and product, writing is arguably one of the most 
challenging skills for young EFL/ESL learners since as Tompkins, Campbell and 
Green (2012) argue, their level of English is reflected in their writing, irrespective of 
how fluently they can write in their L1 (Linse, 2005; Pinter, 2006). In particular, 
young EFL/ESL learners, are also simultaneously improving their L1 and L2 
listening, speaking and reading skills, and may not have at their disposal a well-
developed oral language (in their L1 and/or their L2) from which to draw from for 
writing (Leki, Cumming and Silva, 2008; Linse, 2005). Challenges can also occur in 
the process of writing which can involve choosing a suitable topic, considering the 
purpose for writing and the genre, collecting ideas, planning and working with these 
ideas to form the product which is then drafted, revised, edited, and finally published 
– much of which is done in their developing knowledge of English (Linse, 2005; 
Roth, 2000; Tompkins, Campbell & Green, 2012).  
Furthermore, writing requires students to learn skills that are not required for 
listening, speaking and reading (Nation, 1990). It involves not only the social 
dynamic of expressing and sharing meaning with others, but also the physical 
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 concentration of writing letters and words in sentences and paragraphs while using 
cognitive skills to be able to express what is in their minds into written form 
(Cameron, 2001; Linse, 2005). For very young learners, and even older children who 
start school late, this includes their developing motor skills, such as being able to 
hold a pencil correctly and write across the page from left to right in a straight line 
(Linse, 2005; Pinter, 2006). Hence, as with other young L1 English speakers, L2 
learners take time to form letters and words, stopping often to check spelling and in 
the process, sometimes forget what they were writing about (Tomkins, Campbell & 
Green, 2012).  
These physical challenges are significant in the Vanuatu education context 
where it is common for children to begin their education later than normal (MOET, 
2014). Figure 2.3 below shows an example of writing14 given to me by a primary 
school principal of an older (age 12) grade 5 EFL learner from Vanuatu who is 
evidently still mastering the skill of writing legibly in a straight line. Note the 
confusion with the word ‘sea’ and the spontaneous use of capital letters at the end.  
 
Figure 2.3. Writing sample of a grade 5 EFL learner from Vanuatu. 
In addition, another example of writing given to me by the same primary 
school principal of an EFL learner in grade three (see Figure 2.4 below), 
demonstrates evidence of taking considerable time and effort to write a sentence. 
This writing was done in response to the question, ‘What did you do on your day 
14 This example of writing (Figure 2.3), and also Figure 2.4, was given to me in 2012, on a visit to 
Menua Lava. This writing therefore is not included in the data collected at Tepa Primary School in 
2013.  
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 off?’ by the teacher. Note the repeated rubbings out and editing this child made in the 
effort to write something that she was finally satisfied with. While the aim of this 
study is not to analyze the style or aesthetics of the children’s writing, these 
characteristics of children’s writing highlight challenges of legibility of the 
children’s work which is important in order to maintain reliability of the data 
analysis.  
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2.4. Writing sample of a grade 3 EFL learner from Vanuatu. 
Finally, as with many L1 English speakers, young EFL/ESL learners go 
through similar stages of identifying letters and their sounds, the alphabet, then 
words and simple sentences, as they develop their English literacy skills (Brice & 
Brice, 2009). Arguably, L1 literacy sets the foundation for this literacy development, 
however, as Leki et al. (2008) point out, if young learners do not have literacy skills 
in their L1, then it is highly likely they do not have the necessary literacy skills in 
their L2. As Cameron (2001, p.143) clarifies, young learners have to learn the finer 
details of writing which may be new to L2 learners who are illiterate in their L1, as 
she illustrates, 
A letter M upside down is not an M, but a different letter, W; that both <d> 
and <D> are called ‘dee’, but if the upright stroke is too short, it is no longer 
‘dee’, but ‘ai’; that <saw> has a different meaning to <was>. 
Indeed, developing this knowledge of the correlations between letters and their 
sounds (phonics) is viewed as being foundational to successful writing for 
understanding: (1) the relationships between letters, sounds and their patterns; (2) 
letter formation; (3) blending and identifying sounds in words; and (4) irregular 
words (e.g. the, he, come) which cannot be ‘sounded out’ (Cameron, 2001; Linse, 
2005; Pinter, 2006; Tompkins et al., 2012; Wernham & Lloyd, 2010). As Pinter 
(2006) explains, the complex letter-sound relations in English are not always 
constant or obvious, especially for English language learners, resulting in necessary 
regular and meaningful phonics instruction as part of children’s literacy development 
(Cameron, 2001). Likewise, Wernham and Lloyd (2010) claim that the ability to 
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 identify individual sounds and form the corresponding letters is an essential writing 
skill. Nevertheless, such a bottom-up approach to deepen phonemic awareness – the 
ability to hear isolated sounds and segment words (Linse, 2005) – for developing 
writing proficiency can take several years to accomplish (Cameron, 2001). These 
considerations are particularly noteworthy in the context of this case study since the 
children at Tepa Primary School are not literate in either their vernaculars or 
Bislama, learn literacy skills at the same time as learning English, and have very 
limited phonemic awareness. 
It appears then, that considerable time is needed with young L2 learners to help 
them develop their writing skills since they are not only learning the mechanics and 
conventions of writing, along with all the cognitive and metacognitive skills 
necessary for learning how to write, but are doing so in a second or foreign language 
(Roth, 2000; Tomkins, Campbell & Green, 2012). I turn now to examine research 
exploring the use of vocabulary in young learners’ L2 writing.  
2.4.4 Vocabulary and second language writing quality 
It has been argued that there are significant links between the language 
learner’s choices of vocabulary and their quality of writing (Nation, 2001; 
Olinghouse & Leaird, 2008). As Nation (2001) states, “vocabulary choice is a strong 
indicator of whether the writer has adopted the conventions of the relevant discourse 
community” (p.178). Indeed, a number of studies have shown that a teacher’s 
judgment of the quality of learners’ written work correlates with measures of lexical 
proficiency (cf. Astika, 1993; Engber, 1995; Daller & Phelan, 2007; Laufer & 
Nation, 1995). However, while most of the research examining this phenomenon 
focuses on high-school students or adults (see for example: Lee, 2003; Lee & 
Muncie, 2006; Yu, 2009), there appears to be very little research focusing on 
EFL/ESL primary learners.  
One such notable study by Horst and Collins (2006) explored the assumption 
that the writing of young ESL learners would improve over time with evidence of an 
increased richness of vocabulary. In their study of the narrative writing of 210 sixth 
grade beginner level francophone learners of English in Quebec after increased 
English language instruction, they found that the learners used larger proportions and 
a greater variety of frequent words in a developed morphological form. Indeed, in 
line with Pinter (2006) and Cameron’s (2001) claims that children’s grammatical 
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 knowledge of lexis develops with time, Horst and Collins (2006) found that the 
learners’ grammatical knowledge appeared to develop simultaneously with their 
lexical knowledge “as they demonstrated an increased ability to render different 
forms of the same word to express different types of grammatical relationships” 
(p.98). Additionally, it was found that as the young learners’ lexical knowledge 
developed there was less reliance on the L1 and use of French cognates; indeed, the 
number of L1 words used in the learners’ writing after 400 hours of increased 
English language instruction was reduced by half. However, as Horst and Collins 
(2006) outline, their research only explores one genre of writing with one grade level 
from one L1 background which highlights a gap in the research in an already under-
researched area.  
Similarly, in another study examining the relationship between various lexical 
features and the quality of narrative writing among grade two and grade four primary 
school learners in the U.S., Olinghouse and Leaird (2008) found that, aside from 
spelling and comprehension length, certain vocabulary measures such as diversity in 
the type of vocabulary used, the use of less frequent vocabulary and the use of 
polysyllabic vocabulary demonstrated developmental differences between younger 
and older children. In line with Horst and Collins’ (2006) findings, they contend 
therefore that as children’s word knowledge develops their writing quality would be 
expected to improve with time. As such, they argue that vocabulary instruction that 
teaches specific vocabulary or vocabulary strategies would be beneficial for 
improving writing quality (Olinghouse and Leaird, 2008). More recently, Olinghouse 
and Wilson (2012) explored the relationship between lexical choices and genres 
(narrative, informative & persuasive) in fifth graders’ writing in the U.S., and found 
that young learners carefully consider the genre and topic in their vocabulary choices 
while writing. They conclude therefore that this is conducive to the quality of their 
writing and call for more research exploring how teachers can build understanding of 
the kind of vocabulary necessary for particular genres. However, both of these 
studies (Olinghouse & Leaird, 2008; Olinghouse & Wilson, 2012) examined 
mainstream primary learners in the U.S. and did not consider the dynamics of 
learning vocabulary and writing in a second or foreign language; in fact learners 
enrolled in ESL programs were excluded from the studies. Thus, while these results 
give indications of the role of vocabulary in the writing of young learners generally, 
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 more research is necessary in order to explore how these findings might compare 
with young EFL/ESL learners.  
Finally, examining a selection of research of older L2 learners, Stæhr (2008) 
explored the relationship between the size of vocabulary and EFL listening, reading 
& writing skills among grade nine (aged 15-16) students in Denmark. The results 
revealed that the proportion of vocabulary knowledge correlated strongly with the 
learners’ writing ability with indications that the size of the learner’s receptive 
vocabulary is important for written production. This finding confirms Nation’s 
(2001) claim that productive lexical knowledge begins with receptive lexical 
knowledge. Additionally, it was found that knowing the first 2000 frequency words 
in English significantly affected writing performance. As Stæhr (2008) states, “if 
learners did not know the first 2000 words in English, the clear majority of them 
(72%) would not perform above average in the written composition” (p.147). Stæhr 
(2008) thus calls for explicit focus on vocabulary teaching and learning in the L2 
classroom where specific guidance is given whilst keeping in mind realistic learning 
goals for low-level L2 learners. However, as Stæhr (2008) outlines, his study only 
focuses on one aspect of vocabulary knowledge (namely size) and does not consider 
other significant aspects of word knowledge as outlined in Table 2.3 above. This 
study is also limited by the analysis of only one genre elicited in test taking 
conditions, namely a letter applying for a particular job. More research therefore is 
necessary to explore the relationship between vocabulary and writing quality, taking 
into account different genres, such as Olinghouse and Wilson’s (2012) study which 
arguably involves a wider variety of lexis and different aspects and patterns of 
vocabulary usage.  
2.5 CONCLUSION  
This review has explored issues surrounding Bislama, teacher code-switching, 
lexical transfer and the use of vocabulary in L2 writing. It has revealed that there 
appears to be significant gaps in the literature, particularly in the context of EFL/ESL 
primary education, and even less (if any) within the context of the South Pacific. 
Previous research in the use of pidgin and creoles in education, particularly Bislama, 
is very limited and of the literature reviewed, few studies examine the use of Bislama 
in primary contexts. In terms of the teacher’s use of the L1 and code-switching in L2 
classrooms, there appears to be limited research conducted in primary EFL/ESL 
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 contexts in general with the teachers’ and learners perspectives of their code-
switching use not being fully explored, along with a dearth of code-switching 
research conducted in South Pacific contexts. Furthermore, research examining 
lexical transfer in L2 writing has been limited to only negative transfer with writing 
samples having been elicited in test taking conditions. Thus, gaps remain which 
explore written work from young learners over a period of time that has been written 
in ‘natural’ classroom conditions. Finally, the literature regarding the use of 
vocabulary in the writing of EFL/ESL primary learners is very limited with the 
majority of research focusing on older learners. It seems only a few aspects of lexical 
knowledge have been explored with many of the writing samples elicited in test 
taking conditions with a limited selection of genres. This gap in the research warrants 
exploration of the use of vocabulary in L2 writing of young EFL learners that 
includes a wider variety of genres demonstrating different vocabulary use. Therefore, 
a significant aim of this case study is to contribute towards a deeper understanding of 
these important areas of English language teaching and learning within primary 
contexts. I turn now to present the theoretical framework which presents the 
theoretical lens through which the collected data was analysed.  
. 
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 Chapter 3: Theoretical Framework  
In this chapter, I present the theoretical lens through which I analysed and 
interpreted the data in this case study. Drawing on sociocultural theory (Lantolf, 
2004; 2007; Vygotsky, 1962; 1994), this theoretical lens holistically aligns mediation 
and the zone of proximal development (ZPD) theory with the concept of scaffolding 
and Gibson’s theory of affordances (1977; 1986), for the purpose of exploring and 
understanding the influences of Bislama on young learners’ lexical choices in their 
written English. Sociocultural theory, as a central aspect to this lens, emphasizes 
Vygotsky’s (1962; 1994) claim that learning is situated in social practice within a 
social environment, and concept formation, or learning itself, is a mediated process. I 
argue that an integration of the central aspects of these theories offers a framework 
whereby the data in this case study can be explored from two main theoretical 
perspectives, namely, the social practice of learning, focusing on the social 
interactions between the teachers and the young learners in the classroom; and 
language as the culturally constructed artefact or tool used to mediate learning, in 
this case, Bislama. These two broad theoretical perspectives thus enabled analysis of 
three further interrelating and recursive aspects of the data, specifically: (1) the 
teacher’s use of Bislama code-switching when teaching vocabulary in the English 
language classroom; (2) the affordances (or constraints) Bislama itself offers; and (3) 
the teachers and young learners’ perceptions and use of Bislama’s affordances in 
their lexical choices in their written English.  
The theoretical lens presented here employs a holistic view of sociocultural 
theory where consideration is given to social-cultural-historical perspectives that 
form a “comprehensive developmental psychology that takes into account the role of 
cultural labour in societally-situated, historically-grounded concept development” 
(Smagorinsky, 2011, p.261). As Smagorinsky (2011) argues, research that adopts a 
Vygotskian theoretical perspective should not heedlessly apply separate aspects of 
Vygotskian theory in isolation, but attend to how they function within his overall 
developmental psychology. Hence, the theoretical lens applied in this study 
(visualized in Figure 3.1 below) brings together mediation, the ZPD, scaffolding and 
Gibson’s theories of affordances in a way that indicates the interrelational and 
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 recursive links between them (indicated by the dotted lines), and more specifically, 
the links between the  ‘expert’, ‘novice’ and ‘culturally constructed artefacts’ within 
a situational and cultural context for the main purpose of learning.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.1. Sociocultural theoretical lens of the mediated process of learning (Based on the work and 
theories of: Carr, 1999; Gibson, 1977; 1986; Lankshear, 1994; Lantolf, 2004; 2007; Smagorinsky, 
2011; Vygotsky, 1962; 1994; Wertsch, 2007; Wood, Bruner & Ross, 1976). 
The visual design of this lens has been intentional to indicate areas of overlap 
and interaction, and to avoid confusion with the triangular visualization of mediation 
in much of the literature (cf. Daniels, 2001; Lantolf & Thorne, 2006; Swain, Kinnear 
& Steinman 2011). Even though mediation has been visualized as a simple 
equilateral triangle, depicting ‘mediational means’ (artefacts or tools) at the top, and 
the ‘subject’ (or individuals, dyads or groups), along with the ‘object’ (motive, or 
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 outcome) at the bottom two points (cf. Daniels, 2001, p.14, 86; Lantolf & Thorne, 
2006, p.62), this conceptualization does not explicitly or visually take into account 
the situational and cultural context in which learning takes place, nor does it include 
the ZPD, or an ‘expert’s’ use of tools or social interaction with the ‘novice’, along 
with the ‘novice’s’ perceptions and use of the available affordances. Additionally, 
the way mediation has been represented and visualized in a triangular form is 
strongly attributed to activity theory (Engestrom, 1999), and therefore a separate 
visual conceptualization was necessary to avoid confusion. Hence, this theoretical 
lens aimed to not only situate this case study within a comprehensive theoretical 
framework, but also provide the analytic and interpretational tools needed to explore 
and understand the influences of Bislama on young learners’ lexical choices in their 
written English from the perspectives of the teachers, the learners, and taking into 
consideration Bislama itself, all within the cultural environment of rural Vanuatu. 
The purpose of this theoretical lens therefore was to provide the mediational means 
by which the data from this case study can be analysed and interpreted in order to 
contribute towards building validity (sound and well founded claims) and reliability 
(consistency and thoroughness in the methods) in the pedagogical implications and 
conclusions that arise from this study (Richards, 2005).  
The structure of this chapter then, discusses each aspect of the theoretical lens 
in detail, while conceptualizing how the theory directly relates to this case study. I 
begin with sociocultural perspectives of teaching and learning which underpin this 
theoretical lens and focus on the outer two circles of the theoretical lens, while 
considering the other elements within the lens. I then present Vygotsky’s theories of 
mediation and explain Wertsch’s (2007) extension of how mediation can occur 
explicitly and implicitly. Following this, I discuss and critique the zone of proximal 
development and present an expansion of Vygotsky’s original theory based on 
Chaiklin (2003), Lantolf (2007), Lantolf and Poehner (2014) and Smagorinsky’s 
(2011) conceptualizations of the ZPD. I then discuss and critique the concept of 
scaffolding, and present a framework of language scaffolding tools for vocabulary 
teaching, based on the work of Berk and Winsler (1995), Tharp and Gallimore 
(1988), Wells (1999a) and Wood, Bruner and Ross (1976) and Van de Pol, Volman 
and Beishuizen (2010). Finally, I examine Gibson’s theory of affordances which he 
defines as “the affordances of the environment are what it offers… what it provides 
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 or furnishes, for good or ill” (1977, p.68), and then re-present the theoretical lens to 
closely align with the focus of this case study.  
3.1 SOCIOCULTURAL PERSPECTIVES OF TEACHING AND 
LEARNING 
Sociocultural theory (hereafter SCT) underlines Vygotsky’s (1962; 1994) claim 
that all learning is situated in social practice and is a mediated process. As Lantolf 
and Thorne (2006) outline, the systematic framework of sociocultural theory enables 
the psychological functions, thinking, or learning of individuals to be examined 
analytically and methodically within particular social contexts. However, despite 
what the term ‘sociocultural’ suggests, this ‘systematic framework’ focuses on “the 
central role that social relationships and culturally constructed artefacts play in 
organizing uniquely human forms of thinking” (Lantolf, 2004, p.31), rather than 
focusing on the cultural or social characteristics of human behaviour. SCT therefore 
examines learning from the context of participation in social practice where teachers 
and learners can make use of social and cultural artefacts within their environment 
(such as language in a classroom) and where learners are involved in structured tasks 
alongside others who are more skilled (Kail, 2007; Lantolf & Thorne, 2006; Lave & 
Wenger, 1996; Swain et al., 2011). SCT theorizes learning then, not as a solitary 
journey, but occurring through social interaction where in a holistic sense, the 
‘expert’ and the ‘novice’ are viewed as a whole within an already well constructed 
social community, bringing with them their own personal and social histories, 
backgrounds, experiences, knowledge, and resources from their families and 
communities, such as language (Hawkins, 2010; Kail, 2007; Lave & Wenger, 1996). 
As Lantolf (2007, p.699) concludes, it is the everyday experiences of teachers and 
learners that contribute towards a holistic theoretical view of teaching and learning. 
He contends: 
SCT is not a theory of language, language learning, or language processing.  
It is a theory that unites human social activity and human mental activity 
through communication, and as such, it is very much grounded in everyday 
experiences… that themselves are holistic activities. 
This understanding of SCT thus offered a useful lens through which to analyze 
and interpret the data of this case study since a unique feature of this study is the 
situational context in which it is set. The teachers and learners at Tepa Primary 
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 School, itself situated in remote Vanuatu, come from various islands and as such, 
have varied backgrounds, experiences and degrees of knowledge, along with distinct 
linguistic variations, such as the degree to which the vernaculars, Bislama or English 
is used in their own homes and communities. In this way, both the teachers and the 
learners’ lexical choices were examined within their situational and cultural context, 
exploring the central role that both Bislama itself, and the teachers’ use of Bislama as 
a social and cultural artefact in their social interactions with the young learners, has 
on the lexical choices made by the children in their writing. Vygotsky’s claim 
therefore that all learning is situated in social practice was useful for conceptualizing 
how the young learners’ vocabulary learning is situated within the teachers’ 
pedagogical practice which itself is situated within the educational practice of Tepa 
Primary School, in remote Vanuatu. 
Consequently, in addition to this view of SCT focusing on social activity 
through communication, this study is further informed by the sociocultural 
perspective that learning cannot be isolated from the situational and cultural contexts 
where learning takes place (Hawkins, 2010; Kail, 2007). As Smagorinsky (2011, 
p.54) claims, “for a Vygotskian analysis to have any relevance, the culture of the 
setting needs to be taken into account”. Indeed, Hawkins (2007, p.99) points out, “we 
cannot view what happens inside classrooms as distinct and separate from what 
happens outside of them” since classrooms are a space within an already organized 
cultural environment or context, and therefore come with their own culturally 
constructed tools, for example, linguistic conventions. Similarly, Smagorinsky 
(2011) contends that “the social context of learning… provides mediational means 
typically made available by people in the setting who play a teaching role” (p.54). 
Thus, Hawkins (2007) and Smagorinsky (2011) both view learning as embracing not 
only the social interactions within the classroom context, but also the tools that come 
with them. This offered therefore a valuable theoretical aspect for exploring how 
Bislama is being used as a ‘tool’ by both the teachers and the learners, particularly 
when the teachers are code-switching between English and Bislama.  
Indeed, such sociocultural considerations of learning, in particular the learning 
of a second or foreign language, posits a situated making of meaning where a 
classroom’s linguistic conventions are intrinsically linked to the situational and 
cultural context, reflecting its belief systems and values, particular ideologies, 
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 purposes and rules, social relationships and notions of power behind those 
relationships (Carr, 1999; Hawkins, 2010; Lankshear, 1994). This theoretical 
perspective was particularly useful for exploring how the teachers’ own belief 
systems, values and ideologies are reflected in their use of Bislama to convey 
vocabulary meaning. As Crozet and Liddicoat (1997, p.16) assert, “it is impossible to 
use language without creating a context and without creating social relationships 
through the use of language. Cultural understandings are, therefore, the basic 
underpinnings of communication”. This understanding of the ways in which 
language and culture ‘work’ to communicate meaning was useful for examining how 
the teachers create and use various contexts and what social and cultural 
understandings are assumed or drawn upon when conveying the meaning of new 
vocabulary. Such a focus affirmed the importance of noting to what extent the 
situational and cultural contexts influenced the choices of how vocabulary meaning 
was conveyed to the learners. As Carr (1999) and Lankshear (1994) have confirmed, 
meaning is created and communicated for particular purposes with language as a 
system for communicating those meanings, hence language has the ability to both 
reflect culture and also construct it (Carr, 1999; Lankshear, 1994). This perspective 
of the mutually constitutive nature of language and culture was useful for 
conceptualizing the ways in which Bislama is reflecting the social culture of 
Vanuatu, and in turn, how the culture, or more specifically, the situational context 
and the teachers’ pedagogical practices at Tepa Primary School, are being shaped by 
Bislama and English.  
This sociocultural theory of learning offers therefore a social and cultural 
dimension to learning whereby different affordances or challenges of Bislama could 
be discerned both in the teacher’s use of it in the classroom and in the learners’ 
lexical choices in their written texts. As Dailey-O'Cain and Liebscher (2009, p.133) 
claim, “it is important to consider not just whether and to what extent the first 
language (L1) should be used, but by who, it should be used”. Considering these 
different functions of L1 use and code-switching by teachers in their social context 
could therefore provide insights into the enactment of classroom language policy and 
‘legitimate spaces’ for the use of the L1 in second language learning (Dailey-O'Cain 
and Liebscher, 2009). This social approach to second language learning is in contrast 
to the concerns expressed that second language acquisition research has in times past 
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 focused primarily on psycholinguistic aspects of cognition and the learning processes 
of individuals without taking into consideration the social environment and the 
situational contexts of language learning and use (Block, 2003; Firth & Wagner, 
1998; Seedhouse, 2005). As Levine (2009, p.146) explains, “language [is] situated 
activity in context”, hence, there have been calls for more holistic approaches to 
second language acquisition (SLA) research encompassing social and cultural 
dimensions to meaning, context and discourse (Dailey-O'Cain and Liebscher, 2009; 
Ohta, 2000; Seedhouse, 2005). Therefore, this study aims to explore holistically the 
influences of Bislama on the young learners’ lexical choices in their writing, by 
taking into consideration the situational context of Tepa Primary School in remote 
Vanuatu, the culturally constructed ‘tools’ the teachers and learners bring to the 
class, namely Bislama, along with the views of its principal, the teachers and their 
young learners.  
These holistic and inclusive perspectives of SCT offered therefore a foundation 
to the theoretical lens that guides the analysis and interpretation of the data. In the 
visualization of the theoretical lens in Figure 3.1, these sociocultural perspectives are 
represented by the outer two circles, along with the notes under the ‘expert’ and 
‘novice’ participants (yellow and blue circles respectively) which detail the social, 
cultural and personal dimensions they each bring to the classroom. This visualization 
of the theoretical lens also depicts how each aspect of the data (i.e. expert, novice 
and culturally constructed artefacts) interrelate or overlap, revealing different 
theoretical considerations, namely, the ZPD, scaffolding and the perception and use 
of affordances. The central point of the lens, where all the circles overlap, represents 
the mediated process of learning which is the central focus behind the social practice 
of teaching and learning and the fundamental purpose behind the ZPD, scaffolding, 
and the use of affordances. I turn now to examine these specific aspects of SCT in 
the theoretical lens in more detail. 
3.2 THE CENTRAL PHENOMENON: EXPLICIT AND IMPLICIT 
MEDIATED LEARNING  
A central focus of this case study examines Ni-Vanuatu young learners’ 
vocabulary learning and its use in written English. Hence, I focus here first on the 
central component of the theoretical lens, the point at which all the other elements 
overlap and is thus the object of the study – the mediated process of learning. 
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 Following a general discussion on mediation, I narrow the focus to explore 
Wertsch’s (2007) notions of explicit and implicit mediation. 
Underlying the sociocultural view of learning discussed in the previous section 
is Vygotsky’s theory of mediation. Vygotsky (1962; 1994) claims that “all higher 
psychological functions” (Vygotsky, 1994, p.207), the formation of concepts, or 
learning, are the result of a process or system of mediation. Central to this mediated 
process or system of concept formation is what Vygotsky terms as the ‘sign’ which 
he defines as the ‘word’, or the “functional use of words” (Vygotsky, 1994, p.207), 
specifically targeted to problem solving. Thus, these ‘functional use of words’ 
operate as a means by which concept formation, or learning is acquired since, as 
Vygotsky argues, “concepts cannot exist without words” (Vygotsky, 1994, p.213). 
This notion has been noted as being a fundamental concept in Vygotsky’s 
sociocultural theory (Lantolf, 2000a; Wertsch, 2007), as Thorne (2000) summarizes, 
“Vygotsky’s work makes the case that mind is socially constructed through 
mediation via semiotic systems, notably language, that are themselves expressions of 
socio-historic processes” (p.231). What Thorne (2000) is pointing out here is that 
behind the fundamental notion that cognition or concepts are dependent on language, 
is the close connection between languages and their social and historical aspects 
which again draws on the mutually co-constitutive connections between language 
and culture. In this sense therefore, the ‘signs’ that mediate concept formation, 
problem solving or learning, cannot be isolated from the situational and cultural 
contexts that surround them.  
Swain et al. (2011) maintain that these ‘signs’, ‘semiotic systems’ or 
‘psychological tools’, are not only limited to words (as first appears in Vygotsky’s 
quotes), but include different kinds of ‘signs’ (material or symbolic) which can be 
used as mediating tools, such as the learner’s first language, social interactions (e.g. 
teachers and peers), dictionaries, books, multimedia and belief systems. As Lantolf 
and Poehner (2008, p.7) explain,  
Such tools, or cultural artefacts, are embodiments of certain ways of acting 
in human communities which means that they represent the functions and 
meaning of things as discovered in cultural practices; in other words they are 
‘objects-that-can-be-used-for-certain-purposes’ in human societies.  
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 In addition to Lantolf and Poehner’s (2008) view here of how tools can be 
applied in particular environments and situations, Swain et al. (2011) further point 
out that these ‘tools’ or ‘cultural artefacts’ don't mediate anything of themselves, but 
they have the potential to be used as a mediating tool, and as such can offer particular 
affordances that aid learning. Correspondingly, when the ‘cultural artefacts’ are 
being used as a mediating tool, it is important to consider the “where, why, when and 
how of [their] use” (Swain et al., 2011, p.2). As Vygotsky (1994) explains, studying 
the diverse use and development of “the functional use of words” (p.207), is 
fundamental to determining and understanding learning development.  
However, Wertsch (2007) warns against a “single unified definition” (p.179) of 
mediation and instead presents two contrasting types of mediation: ‘explicit 
mediation’ and ‘implicit mediation’ which reflect somewhat Swain et al.’s (2011) 
notion of the difference between ‘material’ and ‘symbolic’ signs. Nevertheless even 
here, Wertsch (2007) guards against asserting an oversimplified dichotomy of 
mediation given that the two forms he identified are themselves “part of a broader 
conceptual framework… [and] share several common features” (Wertsch, 2007, 
p.186). While his acknowledgement of mediation being ‘part of a broader conceptual 
framework’ echoes Smagorinsky’s (2011) warning of using or delineating 
sociocultural aspects in isolation from Vygotsky’s theories as a whole, Wertsch 
(2007) does not outline the ‘common features’ shared by explicit and implicit 
mediation openly. Yet, he identifies here a deeper complexity to mediation than what 
first appears in Vygotsky’s own writing. I turn now to explore further Wertsch’s 
(2007) notions of explicit and implicit mediation and some of the ensuing 
complexities he points out, while conceptualizing these in the context of this case 
study.  
3.2.1 Wertsch’s concept of explicit and implicit mediation 
Wertsch (2007) identifies significant differences between explicit and implicit 
mediation, arguing that Vygotsky’s choice of words in his writing was reflective of 
the social discourses found in his day which led to presenting his theories and 
concepts from slightly different perspectives. Firstly, explicit mediation can be 
identified in two respects, one being when an individual, such as a teacher, directly 
and intentionally designs and introduces a sign, or mediational means within a 
problem solving activity, and thus organizes the activity in a particular way. In 
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 another respect, the signs are material, that is, they are usually tangible, clear, 
recognizable and perpetual, such as the specific use of words or terminology from a 
known discourse, or other objects or resources. This concept of explicit mediation 
was a useful lens for exploring how the teachers construct word meaning and use 
Bislama (along with English) to mediate vocabulary learning.  
In contrast, implicit mediation characteristically comprises of what Wertsch 
terms ‘natural language’ or ‘spoken language’ which is by nature more fleeting and 
ephemeral, and can be less obvious and transparent to the speakers themselves, or 
others, since these signs already exist in communication and therefore are not 
consciously or purposefully applied in a problem solving activity. As such, Wertsch 
(2007) suggests that implicit mediation tends to occur naturally, and asserts the signs 
in implicit mediation “are part of a pre-existing independent stream of 
communicative action that becomes integrated with other forms of goal-directed 
behaviour” (Wertsch, 2007, p.181). Therefore, implicit mediation is more indirect, 
and may be brought into a problem solving activity without any conscious intention 
of doing so, hence the greater difficulty for the participants, whether ‘expert’ or 
‘novice’ to perceive the mediational means being utilized, or indeed to reflect upon 
them. Thus, Wertsch’s (2007) notion of implicit mediation was a valuable lens for 
exploring indications of the natural, subtle and indirect influences Bislama may have 
on the young learners’ lexical choices in their writing, following their comments in 
the focus group interviews about their perceptions of Bislama itself.  
Within this dichotomy of explicit and implicit mediation, Wertsch (2007) 
outlines that complexities can arise in how the mediating signs are perceived and 
used. Firstly, he draws on Vygotsky’s reasoning that signs which often emerge 
through social activity, can often be used for a period of time for the purpose of 
mediating learning or problem solving, before a consciousness of the mediating 
power of the sign occurs; this would be an example of how implicit mediation might 
operate. In other words, an individual may be applying a mediating sign to solving a 
problem, but does not fully understand what they are doing, or how the sign is 
mediating their activity or learning. As Smagorinsky (2011) also points out, 
particular mediational tools can be “invisible yet powerfully influential… [and] so 
embedded in people’s daily lives that they do not notice them as tools” (p.59). 
Wertsch (2007) further outlines that from this perspective, instruction would then 
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 enable ‘novices’ or learners to master the use of mediational signs in their learning or 
problem solving through the use of material or explicit signs and intersubjectivity; 
i.e. working towards the same goal through collaboration and negotiation (Berk & 
Winsler, 1995). This developmental process would then assist implicit sign use and 
understandings to become more explicit, as Wertsch (2007, p.191) concludes, “the 
development of mediated action involves a dynamic transition from minimal 
appreciation of the meaning and functional significance of a sign form to ever 
increasing levels of sophistication”. However within this process of development, or 
as Wertsch (2007) terms it ‘domestication’ of the sign, the ‘novices’ or learners may 
realize that signs have both positive and negative attributes. As Wertsch (2007, 
p.186) asserts, “cultural tools inevitably bring with them ‘constraints’ as well as 
‘affordances’”. These constraints and affordances then may consequently affect the 
way in which the mediational signs are utilized or perceived by both teachers and 
learners.  
These complexities within the perspective of explicit and implicit mediation 
were useful for this case study as I explored the role of Bislama itself, as a mediating 
sign in the young learners’ lexical choices in their writing. By examining the 
teachers’ use of Bislama during vocabulary lessons and the subsequent influence of 
this on the children’s writing, along with other influences of Bislama in the lexical 
choices in writing samples, this theoretical perspective enabled me to explore 
indications of how the teachers and the young learners may be applying Bislama as a 
mediating sign not only implicitly or explicitly, but also their perceptions of the 
power and potential of Bislama as a mediating sign. Additionally, Wertsch’s (2007) 
notion of instruction as a way of making explicit what might be implicit was a 
constructive lens through which I explored possible pedagogical implications for the 
use of Bislama as a mediating sign in English vocabulary teaching, learning and 
literacy which would have implications for teacher education and teachers’ resulting 
use of Bislama in the English language classroom. Finally, Wertsch’s (2007) point 
regarding how mediating signs come with inevitable constraints and affordances was 
useful for exploring the benefits or challenges of Bislama itself in English 
vocabulary learning and literacy. However, while considering Wertsch’s (2007) 
warning that a definition of mediation should not be oversimplified, it was important 
to consider that any unfolding affordances or challenges of Bislama may not be as 
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 dichotomized as they might at first appear, given the complexities surrounding 
language use within the social practice of teaching and learning; for example, what 
may at first appear to be a lexical error in writing (e.g. orthography), may be an 
example of Bislama being applied as an implicit mediating tool. After examining this 
central phenomenon to the theoretical lens and this case study, I turn now to explore 
the other components, or mediational means within this lens which contribute 
towards the mediated process of learning. 
3.3 EXPLORING INTER-RELATIONAL AND RECURSIVE LINKS 
BETWEEN ‘EXPERTS’ AND ‘NOVICES’: THE ZONE OF PROXIMAL 
DEVELOPMENT 
I focus here on the point within the theoretical lens where the ‘expert’ and 
‘novice’ circles overlap, indicating their interrelational and recursive interaction. 
This has been labelled as ‘Joint Activity’ (ZPD) and takes into consideration as a 
starting point, Vygotsky’s theories of the ZPD. Through an examination of the 
critiques and interpretations of Vygotsky’s ZPD from Chaiklin (2003), Lantolf 
(2007), Lantolf and Poehner (2014) and Smagorinsky (2011), I argue here that the 
‘Joint Activity’ component of the theoretical lens considers the ZPD as a 
construction zone of situated teaching, learning and development. This entails both 
the teacher’s and the young learners’ collaborative participation in social interaction 
with mediational tools used within those interactions in ways that further existing 
competency, all of which is situated in particular situational and cultural contexts. 
After presenting Vygotsky’s (1962; 1978) original perspectives of the ZPD, I turn to 
a critique of the ZPD and the ways Vygotsky’s theory has been extended towards a 
more sociocultural and inclusive expansion of his original dyadic concept of the 
ZPD. This inclusive theoretical perspective of the ZPD was useful for this case study 
to conceptualize not only the social interactions between the teacher and children in 
the classroom, but the ways in which mediational tools are used within those 
interactions. 
Regardless of mediation being explicit or implicit, Vygotsky’s theories suggest 
that central to aiding the mediation process is social interaction. Vygotsky (1962) 
asserts that the ‘functional use of words’ in the form of instruction (specifically, 
social interaction) precedes concept development, or learning whereby a child can 
acquire “certain habits and skills in a given area before he learns to apply them 
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 consciously and deliberately” (p.101). Vygotsky (1962) demonstrated this in an 
experiment where he found that when specific assistance was given to help a child 
complete a task which he would not have been able to complete on his own, the child 
was able to go beyond what was normally expected for a learner of his age and 
capability. He thus defined this as the ‘zone of proximal development’ (ZPD), as 
being,  
The distance between the actual developmental level as determined by 
independent problem solving and the level of potential development as 
determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration 
with more capable peers (Vygotsky, 1978, p.86). 
Thus, according to Vygotsky (1962; 1978), the role of an expert, such as a 
teacher or a more knowledgeable peer is fundamental to facilitating the learning or 
development of an individual beyond what they might be able to accomplish alone. 
Hence Vygotsky (1978, p.87) argues, “what a child can do with assistance today she 
will be able to do by herself tomorrow”. However, Vygotsky (1978) asserts that once 
a learner has accomplished a task, such as grasping the meaning of a word or 
mastering writing skills, their learning development has “only just begun at that 
moment” (p.90), rather than considering their development is accomplished. Thus, in 
this sense, Vygotsky’s view of the ZPD is one of continual opportunity for 
development, as long as assistance is available that will project a learner’s 
development to the next level with effective instruction “that marches ahead of 
development and leads it” (Vygotsky, 1962, p.104). 
On the surface Vygotsky’s ZPD theory appears intuitive, and consequently has 
been used extensively in education research and defined as a metaphor, place, 
activity, heuristic, or learning opportunity (Hawkins, 2010; Kail, 2007; Lantolf, 
2000a; Swain et al., 2011). In support of the ZPD, Smagorinsky (2011) sees value in 
the ZPD in terms of how it points towards the significance of teachers and the 
assistance they can offer in learning. Additionally, Lantolf and Thorne (2006) 
elucidate that a significant and attractive feature of the ZPD is its ‘forward-looking’ 
nature where the levels of assistance required by learners are indicative of future 
independence, opposed to test results which indicate competencies previously 
attained. Furthermore, Lantolf (2000a, p.17), describes the ZPD as a “collaborated 
construction of opportunities” which could also be understood as affordances for 
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 learning and cognitive development. Finally, more recently Lantolf and Poehner 
(2014) consider the ZPD as being an effective theoretical perspective for 
comprehending connections between social interaction during activities and learning 
development, while simultaneously causing development to occur. 
However, there have also been critiques and limitations expressed about the 
ZPD and consequently expansions to Vygotsky’s original claims have been 
proposed. Firstly, Chaiklin (2003) views Vygotsky’s ZPD generally as being 
idealistic and limited, claiming that further analysis is needed where understandings 
of the ZPD are limited to the interactions between adults and children. He further 
contends that many extensions of Vygotsky’s theory do not deepen or clarify the 
theory further, while other critiques or concerns regarding the ZPD are incorrect and 
do not directly consider Vygotsky’s theoretical perspectives. Chaiklin (2003) 
therefore calls for researchers to obtain a deeper understanding of Vygotsky’s 
theoretical perspectives as a whole if they want to apply the term in their work. 
Indeed, after a comprehensive theoretical discussion on Vygotsky’s theories on child 
development, Chaiklin (2003, p.14) posits the ZPD as referring to, 
The maturing functions that are relevant to the next age period and that 
enable performance in collaborative situations that could not be achieved 
independently. These functions are not created in interaction; rather 
interaction provides conditions for identifying their existence and the extent 
to which they have developed. 
Chaiklin’s (2003) view of the ZPD here acknowledges the role that social 
interaction plays in learning, but emphasizes the point that it is the ‘maturing 
functions’ which he defines as being, “e.g., perception, voluntary memory, speech, 
thinking” (p.5), as having a key role within the social interactions that enable 
learning beyond what the learner can do alone. Therefore, according to Chaiklin 
(2003), it is not social interaction alone that assists learning, but how ‘maturing 
functions’ are identified and utilized within the social interaction for the purpose of 
furthering learning and development beyond what the learner can do on their own. 
This perspective of the ZPD is useful for this study in terms of exploring how the 
function of speech – in this case Bislama – is being used, or indeed can be used 
within social interactions in the English language classroom (provided that 
Chaiklin’s term ‘maturing functions’ would include language). However, Chaiklin’s 
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 view of the ZPD does not directly take into consideration the social and cultural 
contexts of the functions themselves, the social interactions, or the teaching and 
learning environment.  
 Secondly, Lantolf (2007) echoes Chaiklin by stating how researchers have 
often misrepresented the ZPD as a result of not considering how Vygotsky embedded 
the ZPD in his overall theoretical framework. He presents his own view of the ZPD 
after discussing Vygotsky’s theoretical perspectives of internalization, imitation and 
private speech, along with the differences between learning (i.e., explicit or implicit 
assistance from a person or cultural artefact) and development (i.e., result of 
internalizing and appropriating the assistance received; enabling an extension of 
ability and independent functionality). Lantolf (2007, p.693; 699) therefore proposes: 
Human activity is always and everywhere mediated; mediation develops 
through internalization of socially constructed activity; instruction, 
development, and assessment are inseparable processes dialectically unified 
in the Zone of Proximal Development… [the ZPD] illustrates the process 
wherein mediation by cultural-historical resources (human and material) can 
be seen to create the present and transform the future.  
Lantolf’s (2007) view of the ZPD centralizes mediation in the learning process 
where joint social activity and cultural-historical resources facilitate and develop 
mediation with the roles of instruction, learning, development and assessment 
working together as a whole for the purpose of learning. Similar to Chaiklin, this 
view of the ZPD does not focus primarily on the social interactions of the teacher and 
the learner, but extends that concept to include other cultural-historical factors such 
as available resources. While this view is comparable to Chaiklin’s inclusion of 
‘maturing functions’, Lantolf (2007) extends this idea further to more explicitly 
include cultural resources and takes into account holistically the different facets of 
classroom practice. However, again the role of context is not made explicit in this 
description of the ZPD and Lantolf (2007) does not give more description in regard 
to the use of cultural-historical resources. Nevertheless, the centralization of 
mediation in this perspective of the ZPD harmonizes with the focus of this case 
study, as I examine how Bislama is influencing – or mediating – the young learner’s 
vocabulary learning.  
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  Similarly, Lantolf and Poehner (2014) reiterate the concerns expressed by 
Chaiklin (2003) and Lantolf (2007), and further contend that the ZPD should be 
extended beyond the contexts in which Vygotsky applied the ZPD, to include those 
where attention is needed for progressing new competencies. Lantolf and Poehner 
(2014) therefore interpret the ZPD as a “co-regulated, collective activity” (p.157) 
which they admit is influenced from Holzman’s (2010) interpretation of the ZPD 
which involves collaboration between individuals who contribute when they can 
towards a shared goal. Lantolf and Poehner (2014, p.158) thus understand ‘collective 
activity’ as “individuals function[ing] collectively, working toward a shared object 
and wherein forms of participation and contribution may shift as new capabilities are 
formed”. In addition, ‘co-regulation’ is theorized as learners being “active in 
regulating mediator behaviour, through both verbal and non-verbal means and in 
ways that may be quite explicit or much more implicit” (Lantolf and Poehner, 2014, 
p.158). This view of the ZPD views individuals on an equal footing with neither one 
taking a passive or dominating role, but working collaboratively towards a common 
goal. This understanding also appears to take into consideration the dynamic nature 
of learning and the flexibility needed to adjust social interaction according to the 
degree of learning involved which is reflective of Vygotsky’s own view that learning 
begins and continues to develop even after tasks have been mastered. Thus this 
interpretation of the ZPD involves the mediator, or teacher, not only interpreting and 
responding to their learners’ behaviour – which may be explicit or implicit – but 
being directed by and responding to the learners’ own input. Accordingly, this 
theoretical perspective was useful for exploring if, and if so, how and when the Ni-
Vanuatu teachers and children work together collaboratively to learn new English 
vocabulary, along with how and when the social interaction changes as the teachers 
demonstrate sensitivity of the children’s own word knowledge, and their 
contributions towards the classroom discourse. Nevertheless, while Lantolf and 
Poehner’s (2014) interpretation of the ZPD is particularly valuable in terms of how it 
expands Vygotsky’s portrayal of the teacher dominating the learning experience, the 
social and cultural context surrounding learning and the individual participants 
appears to be absent, or implicit.  
Finally, Smagorinsky (2011), in echoing the concerns already expressed here 
regarding the ZPD, contends that it “has become all things to all people…rendering it 
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 so amorphous that it requires explication for particular applications”  (p.49-50). 
Similar to Chaiklin’s (2003) arguments, Smagorinsky (2011) argues that researchers 
often take Vygotsky’s ZPD theory in isolation without considering his sociocultural 
perspectives as a whole. Additionally, in harmony with Lantolf and Poehner’s (2014) 
interpretation of the ZPD, Smagorinsky (2011) contends that Vygotsky’s ZPD theory 
is also limited, offering an undemocratic view of collaboration where the ‘expert’ or 
teachers dominate learning activities. He offers therefore an extension to Vygotsky’s 
theory which embraces a more holistic and socio-cultural-historical perspective to 
learning which complements the focus of this case study.  
Smagorinsky (2011) expands Vygotsky’s ZPD perspective to include “what an 
individual can accomplish through participation in joint, situated sociocultural 
activity… [in order to] open up possibilities to understand learning as a tool-and-
sign-mediated, cultural-historical process” (p.57). Thus, this expansion of 
Vygotsky’s original theory, like that of Lantolf and Poehner (2014), provides more 
power and voice to the learner and suggests a more complex learning process that 
includes the use of mediational tools within social interaction, while taking into 
consideration the situational and cultural context in which learning takes place. 
According to Smagorinsky (2011), such a theoretical approach therefore “enables 
researchers to study people’s use and transformation of cultural tools… and their 
involvement and participation in the social, discursive, and cultural practices of their 
families and communities” (p.57). Here we see a significant element of 
Smagorinsky’s (2011) extension of Vygotsky’s original theory, namely the cultural 
value that mediational tools have within the interactions between teachers and 
learners, or between peers which themselves are placed within particular contexts 
that cannot be ignored. However, Smagorinsky (2011) also points out that these 
mediational tools can also function outside teacher-learner interactions where active 
engagement with cultural artefacts that have a mediational function can also “shape 
learning without a teacher being present” (p.56). This view appears to be shared by 
Swain et al. (2011) who question where the ZPD boundaries lie and how it might 
continue in other contexts where the original ‘expert’ is no longer available and 
assistance in other forms extends learning. Consequently, Smagorinsky’s (2011) 
view of the ZPD extends the traditional notion of an individual’s zone of learning 
potential, to construction zones of situated teaching, learning and development where 
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 learning is seen within social contexts that allow the engagement of collaborative 
activity with mediating tools. 
This inclusive theoretical perspective of the ZPD was useful for this case study 
to conceptualize and analyze not only the social interactions between the teacher and 
children in the classroom, but the ways in which mediational tools are used within 
those interactions. It also offered me a way to examine Bislama itself as a cultural 
artefact that might be mediating the children’s learning of vocabulary in the 
classroom. Additionally, this perspective enabled me to take more note of the young 
learners’ own contributions to their learning within the classroom talk, along with 
how both the teachers and children draw upon their situational and cultural contexts, 
including how the language policy is being enacted when using the mediational tools. 
As Smagorinsky (2011, p.261) concludes in his afterword, any research which 
applies ZPD theory should take into consideration “socio-cultural-historical 
[perspectives]… setting, telos [culturally provided optimal outcome], prolepsis 
[implicit mediation], explicit mediation, goals, motive [and] intersubjectivity”. The 
aim therefore within this theoretical lens is to take such a holistic view of the 
children’s learning in this case study which thus explains the use of the dotted lines 
between each element in the theoretical lens in order to visualize how these different 
considerations interrelate with each other. Considering these points, I turn now to 
examine in more detail the actual mediational means the teachers use in their 
classroom talk to mediate their learners’ understanding of new English vocabulary.  
3.4 EXPLORING INTER-RELATIONAL AND RECURSIVE LINKS 
BETWEEN ‘EXPERTS’ AND ‘ARTEFACTS’: SCAFFOLDING 
THEORY 
In the previous section I argued for an interpretation of the ZPD as a 
construction zone of situated teaching, learning and development where mediational 
tools15 are used within collaborated social interaction in ways that further existing 
competency. Since these mediational tools can be used by both the teachers and the 
learners, it is necessary to discuss these practices separately. In this section therefore, 
I focus specifically on the mediational tools used by the teachers which is the area 
within the theoretical lens where the ‘expert’ and ‘artefacts’ circles overlap. The 
15 ‘Mediational tools’ refers to the mediational means used within the ZPD which have commonly 
been attributed to the concept of scaffolding. 
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 arrow linking this point with the area labelled ‘joint activity’ indicates how these two 
areas are intrinsically linked. In the following section, I focus on how the mediational 
tools might be used by the young learners. After introducing Vygotsky’s 
understanding of the role of assistance in the ZPD, I turn to the theoretical 
underpinnings of scaffolding. This is followed by a critique of scaffolding before 
presenting a framework of language scaffolding tools for vocabulary teaching used in 
the analysis of the teacher’s use of Bislama when teaching vocabulary in the 
classroom.  
 Returning to Vygotsky’s ZPD theory, where learners may progress beyond 
what they can achieve alone as a result of assistance from someone more competent, 
it appears from Vygotsky’s writing that fundamental to Vygotsky’s ZPD theory is 
the concept of assistance given in the course of social interaction where the ‘expert’ 
conveys or negotiates knowledge, ability or skills to the ‘novice’ (Lantolf, 2000a). If 
learning in this perspective then is mediated through the ‘artefact’, ‘sign’ or the 
‘functional use of words’, assistance can be provided through a diverse number of 
ways. Vygotsky (1962) himself, in his recount of his own ZPD experiment, provided 
assistance in the form of “the first step in a solution, a leading question, or some 
other form of help” (Vygotsky, 1962, p.103). Elsewhere he outlines how assistance 
might be given in the form of “actively directing attention” (Vygotsky, 1994, p.212) 
to the problem being solved, or breaking down particular features or characteristics 
of the problem, and enable young learners to be self regulated and maintain direction 
in the process of problem solving (Vygotsky, 1962; 1994). Thus, Vygotsky (1962; 
1994) describes this process as being complex and dynamic with the ‘functional use 
of words’ being used to aid the mediation of concept formation or problem solving, 
and as such, remain an integral or “indispensable part of the process” (Vygotsky, 
1994, p.212).  
This whole concept of assistance with its ‘functional use of words’ applied 
during the ZPD, is strongly reflected in the concept, or metaphor of ‘scaffolding’, 
first conveyed by Wood, Bruner and Ross in 1976, or as Tharp and Gallimore (1988) 
termed it, ‘assisted performance’. Wood et al. (1976) described scaffolding as a 
process of applying “functions of tutoring” (p.98) that “enables a child or novice to 
solve a problem, carry out a task or achieve a goal which would be beyond his 
unassisted efforts… [and] consists essentially of the adult ‘controlling’ those 
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 elements of the talk” (p.90). This definition of scaffolding closely mirrors 
Vygotsky’s dyadic concept of the ZPD where the ‘expert’, that is, a teacher or more 
competent peer, actively assists the ‘novice’ or learner with learners having limited 
autonomy over their learning. As Tharp and Gallimore (1988) claim, the concept of 
assisted performance, or scaffolding is an integral component of the ZPD. They 
contend, “teaching consists in assisting performance through the ZPD. Teaching can 
be said to occur when assistance is offered at points in the ZPD at which 
performance requires assistance” (Tharp & Gallimore, 1988, p.31). Wells (1999a) 
reiterates this point and views scaffolding as “a way of operationalizing Vygotsky’s 
(1987) concept of ‘working in the zone of proximal development’” (p.127). This 
strong link between scaffolding and the ZPD can be seen in much of the scaffolding 
literature with scholars taking Vygotsky’s concept of the ZPD as the theoretical 
background for scaffolding (cf. Berk & Winsler, 1995; Hammond & Gibbons, 2005; 
Stone, 1998; Verenikina, 2003, 2008).  
However, less literature has focused on the significant connections between 
mediation and scaffolding. Vygotsky (1994) posits the “functional use of words” 
(p.207), as an important mediational tool and asserts that its purpose “is to serve as 
the conductor of human influence on the object of activity” (Vygotsky, 1978, p.55). 
In this respect, Lantolf (2000b) argues that “meditating functions of talk” (p.80) are a 
significant component of learning, resulting in learners achieving learning outcomes 
when particular mediational functions are applied which is then removed when they 
are able to accomplish the task alone. As he argues, “for any type of mediation to be 
useful (that is for it to result in development) it must be sensitive to the individual’s 
or even group’s zone of proximal development” (Lantolf, 2000b, p.80). In other 
words, successful mediation will be effective when it is applied when needed, and 
leads learning and promotes future independence (Lantolf and Thorne, 2006; 
Vygotsky, 1962). Additionally, Swain et al. (2011) state that mediation is not limited 
to the ‘functional use of words’ themselves, but involves active social interaction 
between participants where initial mediation can be “socially constructed through… 
dialogues (interactions, discourse) with [others]” (p.9). Furthermore, Vygotsky 
himself who views learning as a social activity, argues that all social interaction and 
communication has an influence on those in the immediate environment (Berk & 
Winsler, 1995). Therefore with the ‘functional use of words’ and social interaction as 
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 mediating tools, it appears that learning can be mediated by an expert, teacher or 
peer, using a variety of scaffolding tools. However, Lantolf (2000b, p.81) asserts that 
“mediation must also be contingent; that is, while assistance is necessary for 
learning, it is equally necessary for it to be withheld or withdrawn when a learner 
shows signs that it is either not required or not welcome”. What Lantolf (2000b) is 
describing here is one of the main principles of scaffolding, as the metaphor 
suggests, a scaffold is not needed once the building is complete, or almost complete 
(Rogers & Rogers, 2004). He also appears to recognize here the power and agency 
that the learners have on the degree of scaffolding being applied within the social 
practice of teaching (Lantolf, 2000b). This perspective was useful for this study, as it 
takes into consideration both the teachers’ and children’s perceptions of Bislama in 
light of the current language policy, along with the children’s interactions within the 
classroom talk when teacher code-switching occurs.  
Lantolf’s (2000b) notion of mediation contingency where a teacher only needs 
to mediate learning when they recognize a need to do so, is also echoed by Lantolf 
and Appel (1994) who claim that one of the ways in which this can be done is by 
applying various scaffolding tools. They contend,  
Tools are used to accomplish something, to aid in solving problems that 
cannot be solved in the same way in their absence… they also exert an 
influence on the individual in that they give rise to previously unknown… 
ways of conceptualizing phenomena in the world (Lantolf & Appel, 1994, 
p.7-8). 
This view of ‘tools’ again reflects the scaffolding metaphor, and suggests that 
‘tools’ have a specific purpose and can be used intentionally for the purpose of 
development and learning. However, echoing Swain et al.’s (2011) point that tools 
cannot mediate anything of themselves, Kozulin (2003) points out, it is the 
combination of social interaction with the use of tools that facilitates effective 
problem solving, or learning. As he explains, a ‘human mediator’ and ‘symbolic 
tools’ are co-constitutive, and cannot appropriately mediate learning when in 
isolation; thus further affirming a convincing link between Vygotsky’s mediation 
theory and scaffolding (Kozulin, 2003).  
As a consequence of these strong theoretical links between Vygotsky’s 
sociocultural theory and scaffolding, scaffolding has proved very popular with 
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 educators and researchers with a plethora of research and literature applying the 
concept, or metaphor, to a wide variety of educational contexts; for a comprehensive 
review, see Van de Pol, Volman & Beishuizen (2010). As a result, scaffolding has 
been conceptualized in different ways with Wood et al. (1976) first defining 
scaffolding as the process that “enables a child or novice to solve a task or achieve a 
goal that would by beyond his unassisted efforts” (p.90) which appears to closely 
align with Vygotsky’s concept of the ZPD. Similarly, Mercer and Fisher (1993) view 
scaffolding as having the qualities of bringing about a level of competency that 
enables learners to perform and complete tasks independently, that they could not 
easily accomplish on their own, along with indications of the learners having attained 
a degree of competence due to the scaffolding experience.  In contrast, Van de Pol et 
al. (2010) interpret scaffolding as having the characteristics of ‘contingency’ (the 
process of structuring teaching), ‘fading’ and ‘the transfer of responsibility’, both 
concerned with adjusting the amount of assistance given. Alternatively, Wells 
(1999a) acknowledges scaffolding to be a significant aspect of, or is framed by 
classroom spoken discourse which he claims has three notable features: “the 
essentially dialogic nature of the discourse in which knowledge is co-constructed; the 
significance of the kind of activity in which the knowing is embedded; and the 
important role played by the artefacts that mediate the knowing” (p.127). Thus 
within the framework of classroom discourse, scaffolding is being viewed here as 
incorporating dialogic co-construction, activity embedded learning and the use of 
mediating artefacts. These different conceptualizations of scaffolding have been 
noted with Van de Pol et al. (2010) finding in their review of scaffolding research, 
that since the concept of scaffolding emerged, there has been little consensus of a 
definition of scaffolding. This reflects how the scaffolding concept has been 
conceptualized, interpreted and applied in differing ways, similar to how Vygotsky’s 
ZPD theory has also been said to have been misused and misinterpreted. This is 
confirmed by other scholars (cf. Hammond, 2002; Sherin, Reiser and Edelson, 2004; 
Verenikina, 2008) who maintain that liberal interpretations of scaffolding often result 
from its characteristic metaphorical nature. 
 However, while scaffolding has been largely accepted by many researchers 
and educators, it has also attracted a large degree of criticism, chiefly in how it 
positions learners within the teacher-student dyad and their development. Lantolf and 
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 Poehner (2014, p.167) for example, warn against diminishing Vygotsky’s ZPD 
theory with “forms of assistance that help learners complete tasks more efficiently” 
(p.167), arguing that scaffolding focuses more on what is being offered to learners, 
and thus overlooking any resulting development. Similarly, Verenikina (2003; 2008) 
expresses concern over scaffolding being ‘oversimplified’, resulting in it being 
limited to an understanding of direct instruction, thus constraining opportunity for 
learners to demonstrate their own knowledge. This view is also shared by 
Smagorinsky (2011) who claims that the scaffolding metaphor implies that the 
learners in the ‘teacher-student’ dyad have a partial or restricted role or voice in their 
learning development with teachers alone being aware of and managing the most 
effective course of learning. This he asserts, can result in a ridged perspective of 
scaffolding – visualized as a single building scaffold that is erected and removed 
when necessary indicating that a process has been completed – which does not reflect 
the complexities involved in teacher-learner relationships. Conversely, Smagorinsky 
(2011) contends that in learning through guided activity, “scaffolds are continually 
being built, modified, adapted to the learners growing understanding, or cast aside 
and replaced with something more appropriate in relation to the learners conceptual 
and practical progress” (p.53). What appears to be advocated here therefore is a view 
of scaffolding that is not limited to what the metaphor suggests, but regarded and 
applied as a pedagogical practice that has a much more complex and flexible nature. 
As Verenikina (2008) found in her research of the perceptions of scaffolding from 
pre-service teachers, scaffolding was viewed not as a means of direct instruction but 
as a means of implementing a range of “richer and more sophisticated educational 
tool[s]” (p.175). However, along with this finding, Verenikina (2008) warns against 
viewing scaffolding as “any kind of help in general” (p.175), but to understand 
scaffolding as the provision of cultural tools which young learners can appropriate to 
enable them to become more independent in their learning. Thus, these more holistic 
perspectives of scaffolding were useful for this case study in terms of how Bislama, 
as a cultural tool, is used by the Ni-Vanuatu teachers as a scaffolding device, or tool 
in social interaction to mediate English vocabulary learning. Additionally, these 
broader views of scaffolding also allowed for exploration of how the use of Bislama 
is adapted and modified to the learners’ emerging understandings of vocabulary, and 
thus examine the complexities of how an L1 might be applied to L2 learning.  
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  A particular focus of this case study is to explore the purposes for which 
Bislama is used by the Ni-Vanuatu teachers when teaching vocabulary. Therefore, in 
accordance with exploring how Bislama is used as a scaffolding tool, it is necessary 
to consider the conceptualizations of scaffolding more closely. Despite its critiques, a 
distinguishing and attractive feature of scaffolding is the actual forms or 
classifications of assistance used which have been given a variety of terms, such as: 
‘functions’ (Wood et al., 1976), ‘means of assistance’ (Tharp & Gallimore, 1988), 
‘components and goals’ (Berk & Winsler, 1995), ‘features’ (Hammond & Gibbons, 
2005; Stone, 1998) and ‘strategies, means and intentions’ (Van de Pol et al., 2010). 
However, in this study, I adopt the term ‘scaffolding tools’ which embraces the 
concept of Bislama as a cultural mediating tool within a sociocultural theoretical 
paradigm. Table 3.1 details how three groups of arguably the most influential 
scholars (cf. Sherin et al., 2004; Stone, 1998), i.e. Wood et al. (1976), Tharp and 
Gallimore (1988) and Berk and Winsler (1995), have conceptualized scaffolding, and 
how these conceptualizations have been synthesized by Van de Pol (2010). 
Interestingly, the classifications of scaffolding from all these scholars included in 
Table 3.1 closely resemble in one way or another the means of assistance proposed 
by Vygotsky (1962, 1994) which is why Vygotsky’s means of assistance has also 
been included here.  
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 Table 3.1 
Classifications of scaffolding from various authors 
Vygotsky (1962, 
p.103; 1994, 
p.212) 
Wood, Bruner & 
Ross (1976, p.98) 
Tharp & 
Gallimore (1988, 
p.47) 
Berk & Winsler 
(1995, p.27-30) 
Van de Pol, 
Voman & 
Beishuizen 
(2010, p.276-277) 
 
• First step in a 
solution 
• A leading 
question 
• Actively 
directing 
attention 
• Breaking down 
particular features 
• Enable children 
to be self 
regulated 
• Maintain 
direction  
• Recruitment 
(gaining interest 
in the task) 
• Reduction in 
degrees of 
freedom 
(simplifying the 
task) 
• Direction 
maintenance 
(motivation and 
giving 
instructions)   
• Marking critical 
features (relevant 
for the task) 
• Frustration 
control (reducing 
stress) 
• Demonstration 
(modelling) 
 
• Modelling  
• Contingency 
management 
(praise, 
encouragement, 
discipline) 
• Feeding-back 
(providing 
feedback on 
performance) 
• Instructing 
• Questioning 
• Cognitive 
structuring 
(explanations) 
Scaffolding 
components: 
• Joint problem 
solving 
(engagement in 
an interesting, 
culturally 
meaningful and 
collaborative 
activity) 
• Intersubjectivity 
(collaborating and 
negotiating, 
working towards 
the same goal) 
• Warmth and 
responsiveness 
(attributing 
competence 
through verbal 
praise) 
 
Scaffolding goals: 
• Keeping 
learners in the 
ZPD (structuring 
tasks and the 
environment; 
adjusting degree 
of ‘expert’ 
intervention) 
• Promoting self-
regulation 
(learner regulated 
joint activity; 
encouraging 
independence) 
 
Scaffolding 
intentions: 
• Direction 
maintenance 
(keeping learning 
on target) 
• Cognitive 
structuring 
(explanations) 
• Reduction in 
degrees of 
freedom 
(simplifying the 
task) 
• Recruitment 
(gaining interest 
in the task) 
• Contingency 
management and 
frustration control 
(praise, 
encouragement, 
discipline; 
reducing stress) 
  
Scaffolding 
means: 
• Feeding-back 
(providing 
feedback on 
performance) 
• Giving hints 
• Instructing 
• Explaining 
• Modelling 
• Questioning 
 
 
It has been argued that these lists “are not just afterthoughts; they are central to 
discussions of scaffolding… [since] analyses of scaffolding involve making claims 
regarding how certain elements or actions in a learning interaction function to 
enhance the performance of an individual” (Sherin et al., 2004, p.396). Similarly, 
Stone (1998) contends that the classifications given by Wood et al. (1976) are an 
“analytical device to aid in understanding the functional role of the support 
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 provided” (p.345). These notions of the analytical nature of scaffolding 
classifications suggest the importance of the terminology used to describe the 
scaffolding function, especially when they are to be applied to research which 
explores the performance of individual learners. However, Sherin et al. (2004) point 
out that difficulties arise when classifying scaffolding functions, given the 
complexities involved regarding what to include and how functions can be 
interpreted. They propose therefore that the explanatory framework used for analysis 
will determine what functions are included and what are not, and thereby offer a 
form of rationale for the functions chosen (Sherin et al., 2004).  
The ‘explanatory framework’ used for the analysis in this case study is the 
theoretical lens presented in this chapter. Therefore with a central focus on the 
explicit and implicit mediated process of English vocabulary learning, it was 
necessary to frame the scaffolding tools used in the data analysis of the teachers’ talk 
within the field of L2 vocabulary teaching. L2 vocabulary teaching entails numerous 
components such as: conveying word knowledge itself (phonology, orthography, 
morphology, semantics, functions and use); using a variety of different teaching 
techniques and learning strategies; and using different contexts and associations by 
means of translations, explanations and definitions (Cameron, 2001; Pinter, 2006; 
Nation, 1990; 2001). Consequently, while the scaffolding classifications from Berk 
and Winsler (1995, p.27-32), Tharp and Gallimore (1988, p.47), Wood et al. (1976, 
p.98) and Van de Pol (2010, p.276-277) provide a comprehensive spectrum of 
scaffolding functions, these remain general to many teaching contexts and foci. It 
was necessary therefore to synthesize and adapt these classifications to provide a 
separate model of language scaffolding tools specifically for the teaching of 
vocabulary for the purpose of analysing the teachers’ talk. These are detailed in Table 
3.2.  
In addition within the model of language scaffolding tools, I incorporated 
Vygotsky’s (1962) claim that vocabulary should always be taught within a context in 
order to develop meaning. Vygotsky (1962) warns against the impossibility and 
fruitlessness of direct teaching of concepts or word meanings without any linguistic 
context, arguing that “artificial explanations, compulsive memorizing and repetition” 
(p.83) are not adequate for teaching word meaning since the explanations themselves 
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 may be incomprehensible, resulting in little connection being made between the 
original word and the explanations.  
Table 3.2 
A model of language scaffolding tools for vocabulary teaching 
 
Language Scaffolding Tools for Vocabulary Teaching 
(Adapted from Berk & Winsler, 1995, p.27-32; Tharp & Gallimore, 1988, p.47;  
Wood et al., 1976, p.98; Wells, 1999a, p.127; Van de Pol et al., 2010, p.274-275) 
 
1. Incorporating Dialogic Co-construction  
• Engaging learners in an interesting, culturally meaningful & collaborative way, 
asking questions or eliciting information about a particular word or phrase, or 
activating prior knowledge 
• Responding in a pleasant way, giving feedback, verbal praise and attributing 
competence 
• Collaborating and negotiating, co-constructing dialogue to work towards the 
same goal and to arrive at a shared understanding of a particular word or phrase  
 
2. Structuring Vocabulary Pedagogy  
• Modeling* the particular word or phrase in the expectation that learners will 
imitate it back in an appropriate form  
• Contextualizing the particular word or phrase, using a specific or familiar 
situation or scenario  
• Simplifying the teaching of a particular word or phrase, providing translations, 
definitions, or explanations to make it more comprehensible for learners  
• Marking significant features of the particular word or phrase, building 
vocabulary knowledge, such as its form, meaning and use  
• Maintaining direction by giving instructions and directing learners to take the 
next step in learning a particular word or phrase, e.g. through a variety of 
vocabulary learning activities 
• Managing learning, motivating and disciplining learners to stay focused on the 
particular word or phrase and complete their learning objective  
 
3. Transferring Responsibility  
• Adjusting the amount of assistance in the teaching of a particular word or 
phrase according to the learner’s needs and abilities  
• Promoting independence and self-regulation, allowing learners to strive in their 
learning of a particular word or phrase, intervening only when necessary and 
actively withdrawing as the learner demonstrates independence  
 
* This is not applicable in the analysis of the teachers’ use of Bislama in this study. The 
teacher never modelled, or indeed should never be modelling new English vocabulary in 
Bislama 
 
 
As Table 3.2 details, these language scaffolding tools were grouped into three 
main categories, ‘Incorporating Dialogic Co-construction’, ‘Structuring Vocabulary 
Pedagogy’ and ‘Transferring Responsibility’ which synthesize Wells (1999a) and 
Van de Pol et al.’s (2010) three characteristics of scaffolding. The use of the gerund 
(e.g. incorporating, engaging.) in each of these main categories and their subsequent 
classifications, is intended to reflect the continuous activity of teacher classroom talk, 
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 along with the constant shifting that occurs between the use of the different 
classifications. The resulting language scaffolding tools used in the analysis of the 
teacher’s use of Bislama in the classroom offer therefore the means of analysing and 
interpreting the teachers’ use of Bislama while teaching vocabulary in the English 
language classroom. This is discussed further in Chapter 4. I have focused here on 
the ‘mediational tools’ used by the teachers, and turn now to the final component of 
the theoretical lens, Gibson’s theory of affordances, for exploring how Bislama, as a 
mediating tool is perceived and used by the young learners.    
3.5 EXPLORING INTER-RELATIONAL AND RECURSIVE LINKS 
BETWEEN ‘NOVICES’ AND ‘ARTEFACTS’: GIBSON’S THEORY OF 
AFFORDANCES 
This section examines the use and perception of Bislama itself, and focuses on 
the point in the theoretical lens where the ‘artefacts’ and ‘novices’ meet. While I 
have already established Bislama’s place in the theoretical lens as a culturally 
constructed artefact which can be applied as a mediational tool by both the teachers 
and the learners, Gibson’s theory of affordances offers a more nuanced perspective 
which complements sociocultural theories of mediated learning. 
While the notion of ‘affordances’ has been defined in SCT as “opportunities” 
(Swain et al., 2011, p.7) and is generally included in sociocultural theories of 
mediation, Gibson (1977) offers a broad ecological definition of his perspective of 
affordances: “the affordances of the environment are what it offers animals, what it 
provides or furnishes, for good or ill” (p.68). He claims that affordances are “facts of 
the environment, not appearances” (Gibson, 1977, p.70), in other words, affordances 
simply exist, regardless of how they are used; it is the perception and resulting use of 
the affordance that is important.  
Gibson’s conceptualization of affordances has been further clarified by other 
scholars. Firstly, Van Lier (2000) explains that while affordances (as properties of an 
environment) remain static, they offer further action without initiating that action, 
and remain to be perceived. Based on this broad concept, Van Lier (2004) defines 
affordances simply as “what is available to the person to do something with” (p.91), 
and further cites Shotter and Newson (1982) who define affordances in the context of 
linguistics as, “opportunities and limitations, rejections and invitations, enablements 
and constraints” (Shotter & Newson, as cited in Van Lier, 2004, p.91). Secondly, 
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 Singleton and Aronin (2007) and Otwinowaska-Kasztelanic (2011) extend Gibson’s 
definition of affordances as the functional opportunities that an environment or an 
object is offering, or not offering, the observer in order to accomplish their 
objectives. In addition, Norman (1999) asserts that affordances are "those 
fundamental properties that determine just how the thing could possibly by used" 
(p.9), while Heft (2001, p.123) refers to affordances as not what is being ‘offered’ to 
an individual, but what is perceived as being functionally significant. Central to all 
these further contributions to Gibson’s broad ecological definition, and fundamental 
to Gibson’s theory itself, is the notion of perception. As Gibson (1986, p.140) 
explicates, it "is not whether [affordances] exist and are real but whether information 
is available… for perceiving them", and ultimately how they are used.  
This concept of perception has been paralleled with language learning. Firstly, 
Segalowitz (2001) considers "language itself, like any other physical environment, as 
possessing affordances” (p.15) and hypothesizes that “language acquisition involves 
attuning one's attention system to perceive the communicative affordances provided 
by the linguistic environment" (p.15-16). This tenet is echoed by Singleton and 
Aronin (2007) who argue that multilingual learners are aware and make use of cross-
linguistic similarities between their L1/2 and their target language (TL) which can 
result in numerous instances of cross-lexical borrowing in their written production. 
Additionally, they also claim that learners are often explicitly aware of linguistic 
resources at their disposal which potentially makes them feel more confident as 
language learners and users. Singleton and Aronin (2007) conclude that while 
language learners generally have at their disposal language resources, or affordances 
available for the learning of another language, multilingual language learners have 
potentially more linguistic affordances available to them, although these are only 
beneficial if they are perceived and recognized as such. As they assert, “the higher 
the level of language awareness is, the more effectively language-related possibilities 
are likely to be perceived and capitalized upon” (p.85).  
Similarly, Otwinowaska-Kasztelanic (2011) claims that the learners’ level of 
the TL is relative to how much they perceive linguistic affordances. Following her 
own research, she argues that many L2 learners are not aware of cognates and often 
perceive their L1 and the TL as being typologically distant with lower-level learners 
tending to notice only formal similarities in the lexicon. However with multilingual 
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 learners, Otwinowaska-Kasztelanic (2011) contends that they are not only aware of 
numerous cognates, but use them intentionally as a learning strategy. Otwinowaska-
Kasztelanic (2011) maintains therefore that multilingual learners utilize a diversity of 
affordances, contending that “language learners have certain potential affordances at 
their disposal and that learning languages successfully depends on the language 
learner's capacity to perceive and utilize the linguistic affordances embedded in the 
studying environment” (p.13-14). Therefore, Otwinowaska-Kasztelanic (2011) calls 
for teachers to not only be more aware of linguistic affordances themselves, but for 
language learners to be trained to identify and intentionally use cross-linguistic 
similarities as a learning strategy in order to utilize the potential affordances 
linguistic similarities have to offer. As Van Lier (2000) resonates, “if the language 
learner is active and engaged, she will perceive linguistic affordances and use them 
for linguistic action” (p.252), along with Segalowitz (2001) who asserts, as long as 
the learner is aware of affordances, they are a significant part of the learning process. 
Indeed, Segalowitz (2001) concludes that affordances “are important for learning, 
because it is only by being able to perceive affordances that an organism is able to 
navigate its way around the environment successfully” (p.15). Segalowitz (2001) 
thus summarises Gibson’s theory of learning whereby the memory of past events is 
inconsequential to “becoming attuned to – that is, able to attend to – invariant 
information provided by the environment” (Gibson, as cited in Segalowitz, 2001, 
p.15). 
 In summary, Gibson’s theory of affordances with contributions from 
Otwinowaska-Kasztelanic (2011), Segalowitz (2001), Singleton and Aronin (2007) 
and Van Lier (2000; 2004), allows language to be theorized as having affordances 
which can only be beneficial to language teachers and learners if they are perceived 
and consciously used which is significant in regard to this study of the influences of 
Bislama on the lexical choices in young learners’ writing. This case study is set 
within a context where Bislama is broadly viewed as being a constraint on learning, 
to the point where its use has been greatly limited in classrooms by Vanuatu 
government policy, particularly as a language of instruction in primary and 
secondary classrooms (Vandeputte-Tavo, 2013; Willans, 2011). Including awareness 
phenomena in the theoretical lens therefore, allowed these issues to be explored, 
looking beyond what influences of Bislama are evident in the lexical choices of the 
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 young learners' writing, to exploring indications of how these influences are being 
perceived, perhaps directly or indirectly, by both the teachers and learners. This 
depth of analysis also helped to determine how far Bislama as a mediating tool is 
influencing the lexical choices of the young learners in their writing. This provided a 
holistic view of vocabulary learning which considers not only the teacher’s influence 
in the classroom, but the children’s own knowledge and influence of Bislama from 
within the situational context of their school and social communities.  
3.6 RE-PRESENTING THE SOCIOCULTURAL THEORETICAL LENS 
FOR MEDIATING ENGLISH VOCABULARY LEARNING WITHIN 
THE CULTURAL CONTEXT OF RURAL VANUATU 
This chapter has presented each aspect of the theoretical lens which was used 
to analyze and interpret the data in this study. Sociocultural theory is understood as 
learning being a mediated process that is situated in social practice within a particular 
situational and cultural context. It has a focus on both the social practice of learning 
and the resulting social interactions with language as a culturally constructed artefact 
used to mediate that learning. Sociocultural theory also takes into consideration the 
history, social backgrounds, experiences, knowledge, community and family 
influences of the participants involved, such as the teachers and learners, along with 
the situational and cultural contexts surrounding those participants. It therefore 
entails a theoretical view of language and culture as being mutually constitutive 
where the language and the contexts in which language operates closely reflect one 
another. Hence, this case study takes a holistic theoretical view where different 
components of the study, namely the Ni-Vanuatu teachers, young learners and 
Bislama itself interrelate and are recursively linked together within the contexts of 
Tepa Primary School and rural Vanuatu. Therefore, I re-present my theoretical lens 
in this section (see Figure 3.2) with the different elements of the theoretical lens 
named accordingly to indicate these links. 
Concerning the central element of the theoretical lens where the different 
elements (Ni-Vanuatu teachers, young learners and Bislama) overlap, the 
contribution of Wertsch’s (2007) notion of explicit and implicit mediation to this 
theoretical lens is important for a number of reasons. Firstly, it allowed me to 
analyze how the teachers may use Bislama for a particular purpose (explicitly) or 
indirectly (implicitly) as a scaffolding tool to mediate learning. Secondly, in the 
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 analysis of the young learners’ writing samples, I could examine which word choices 
may indicate how Bislama is implicitly mediating their English writing as a result of 
how it already exists in their social communication. Finally, Wertsch’s (2007) 
concept of mediation, where certain mediational signs can realize both positive and 
negative attributes was particularly useful for exploring the benefits and hindrances 
of Bislama itself as a mediational sign or tool. However, keeping a holistic 
sociocultural view of learning in perspective helped avoid an unwarranted dichotomy 
of Bislama’s characteristics as a language.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.2. Sociocultural theoretical lens of mediated English vocabulary learning within the cultural 
context of rural Vanuatu. (Based on the work and theories of: Carr, 1999; Gibson, 1977; 1986; 
Lankshear, 1994; Lantolf, 2004; 2007; Smagorinsky, 2011; Vygotsky, 1962; 1994; Wertsch, 2007; 
Wood, Bruner & Ross, 1976). 
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 Along with Wertsch’s (2007) extension of Vygotsky’s mediation theory, I have 
also incorporated Chaiklin (2003), Lantolf (2007), Lantolf and Poehner (2014) and 
Smagorinsky’s (2011) conceptualizations of the ZPD. This is understood as a 
construction zone of situated teaching, learning and development whereby the 
teacher and young learners’ collaborative participation in social interaction, together 
with the mediational tools used within those interactions in ways that further the 
learners’ existing competencies, are considered within the perspective of their 
particular situational and cultural context. From this perspective, the complexities 
involved within the social interactions where the teachers and young learners are 
viewed on a more equal level could be explored. In the theoretical lens therefore, the 
point at which the Ni-Vanuatu teachers and young learners overlap is termed ‘Joint 
Activity (ZPD)’ to reflect the collaboration involved between the teachers and 
children in the English language classroom.  
Narrowing the focus of this theoretical lens further to consider the function of 
the mediational tools themselves within the ZPD, a model of language scaffolding 
tools for vocabulary teaching was adapted and synthesized from the work of Berk 
and Winsler (1995), Tharp and Gallimore (1988) and Wood et al. (1976) in order to 
theoretically analyze the teacher’s use of Bislama while teaching English vocabulary. 
This model focuses on when and why Bislama might be used to scaffold and thus 
mediate the learning of new vocabulary. This is represented in the theoretical lens as 
an arrow stretching across from ‘language scaffolding tools’ to ‘joint activity’ 
indicating the importance of not viewing these scaffolding tools as being isolated 
from the larger sociocultural perspective in which they sit. While these language 
scaffolding tools offer a useful method of analysing the functions of teacher’s talk at 
the micro level, the talk itself sits within a situational and cultural context that in 
itself provides the cultural constructed artefact (Bislama) for that talk which occurs 
in situated social practice. Keeping this larger holistic picture in view therefore 
enabled the analysis of the data to more richly reflect the complexities involved in 
learning English in a primary classroom in rural Vanuatu.  
Finally, Gibson’s theory of affordances (1977; 1986) with contributions from 
Otwinowaska-Kasztelanic (2011), Segalowitz (2001), Singleton and Aronin (2007) 
and Van Lier (2000; 2004), completes this theoretical lens which allowed me to 
explore not only the affordances, or functional opportunities of Bislama, but also 
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 how (as a culturally constructed artefact within their social community), Bislama is 
perceived by the teachers and the young learners in their written English. Therefore, 
as a complementary component to the sociocultural framework, Gibson’s theory of 
affordances permits on the micro level an examination of Bislama itself when it is 
used as a scaffolding tool within the ZPD for the purpose of mediating learning in the 
context of rural Vanuatu. This is significant given the unique cultural context of rural 
Vanuatu where there are ongoing concerns regarding the use of Bislama in education 
(Obed, 2014). 
Therefore, while I acknowledge that this theoretical discussion has, for reasons 
of space, been limited to the views of selected scholars, this theoretical lens provided 
the necessary analytical tools that mediated my analysis of the data within this case 
study. Indeed, each component of the theoretical lens cannot be isolated from the 
other in how they are intrinsically linked permitting therefore, the complexities 
behind vocabulary learning in rural Vanuatu to be explored. I turn now to consider 
the methodology selected for this research project 
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Chapter 4: Methodology 
This chapter provides details of the research design, the research site and the 
participants of this study. Underpinned by the theoretical foundation of sociocultural 
theory as discussed in the previous chapter, the research questions that guided the 
collection and analysis of the data are as follows: 
What influences of Bislama are evident in young learners’ lexical choices in 
their written English in a rural Vanuatu primary classroom? 
i. When, how often and for what purpose do the Ni-Vanuatu primary teachers use 
Bislama while teaching English vocabulary?  
ii. How do the Ni-Vanuatu primary teachers use Bislama as a scaffolding tool for 
mediating English vocabulary learning?  
iii. To what extent are the teachers’ use of Bislama and the influences of Bislama 
more generally evident in the young learners’ lexical choices in their written 
English?  
This chapter begins with a rationale for the chosen methodology of this study 
and then provides details of the site selection, the participants, the different methods 
of data collection and how the data was analysed. Finally, details regarding how 
validity and reliability was maintained, ethical considerations and my position as a 
non-indigenous researcher will be provided at the end.  
4.1 A QUALITATIVE ETHNOGRAPHIC CASE STUDY RESEARCH 
DESIGN 
These research questions were explored from a diversity of perspectives: the 
Ni-Vanuatu primary teachers, their young learners, and samples of the children’s 
written English. This enabled a detailed and rich understanding of the influences of 
Bislama on the children’s lexical choices in their written English within the context 
of a rural Vanuatu primary school to be developed. The ideal approach for such a 
research study is a qualitative methodology. Qualitative research has been defined as 
the study of “things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or interpret, 
phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them” (Denzin & Lincoln, 
2005, p.3). In other words, as Creswell (2012) explains, qualitative research provides 
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 opportunity to develop a detailed understanding about a phenomenon through an 
exploration of various participants.  
Due to the potential challenges that could have arisen as a result of being a 
non-indigenous researcher in rural Vanuatu (as discussed in Chapter 1), the overall 
qualitative design chosen for this research is an ethnographic case study from an 
emic perspective. Merriam (2009, p.203) defines a case study as “an intensive, 
holistic description and analysis of a single, bounded unit”. As a form of naturalistic 
inquiry, a case study affords the opportunity to investigate in depth, particular 
individuals or a phenomenon in detail, using both qualitative and quantitative 
methods in order to understand what is happening in a specific real life context 
(Nunan & Bailey, 2007; Simons, 2009). This contextualization has the potential to 
elicit a plethora of rich data, from which complex processes or phenomena can be 
interpreted from multiple perspectives (Simons, 2009). Thus, as Mackey and Gass 
(2005, p.139) explain, “case studies… can shed light on the complexities of the 
second language learning process”.  
An ethnographic case study is an important consideration for this study given 
its focus on understanding “the case in its socio-cultural context and with concepts of 
culture in mind” (Simons, 2009, p.23). An ethnographic case study is then 
characterized by rich cultural description of data obtained through being immersed 
for some time in the particular social setting, relying on focused work with a few 
participants within that setting, and rigorously conveying the lived experiences of 
those participants (Merriam, 2009; Pole & Morrison, 2003; Van Maaen, 1982). As 
Hammersley and Atkinson (2007) explain, an ethnographic study examines a small 
group of people in their own everyday contexts, gathering data from a variety of 
sources, such as observations, interviews and collecting artefacts with interpretations 
of the data implicated within the local and possibly broader contexts. As such, 
according to Merriam (2009), having spent time in a particular social setting and 
being immersed in the culture, the researcher is able to provide a cultural 
interpretation of the data.  
This cultural immersion is characteristic of taking an emic perspective within 
this ethnographic case study. This is typified by conveying an ‘insider’, ‘internal’ 
and ‘intimate’ view resulting from someone who has not only had personal 
experience with the culture, but is very familiar with the context and knows how to 
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operate appropriately within that context, resulting in a degree of physical and 
emotional closeness to the research setting (Chapman & Kinloch, 2013; Young, 
2005). Additionally, the participants’ contexts and personal experiences are 
fundamental in the ‘story’ created by the researcher for the purpose of inviting a 
reader from a similar context to draw parallels between the ‘story’ they read and their 
own experiences (Chapman & Kinloch, 2013). As a non-indigenous researcher 
therefore, taking an emic perspective was necessary for enabling me to become more 
aware of the possibility of bringing my own cultural values into the data collection 
and analysis process. Furthermore, an emic perspective assisted me in conducting an 
in-depth and insightful exploration of the influences of Bislama on the young 
learners’ written English, and thus contribute knowledge to this field of research that 
is meaningful to other teachers and researchers in similar contexts. As such, my 
immersion in Vanuatu culture (a period of 15 weeks during data collection) 
necessitated me to acquire a working knowledge of Bislama, largely gained through 
interactions with people in the community, and adapt to the village lifestyle typical 
of many rural communities in rural Vanuatu. As Schneider (2011, p.190) argues, 
learning the local language while collecting data in the field is beneficial for gaining 
“greater insight into the social factors of language use”.  
Within the effort to contribute knowledge to the field lies the notion of 
generalizability, namely, how a case study relates or compares to other contexts and 
situations (Simons, 2009). An argued strength of case studies is their ‘real-life’ 
dynamic. With rich and often narrative description, the reader is presented with a 
vivid ‘picture’ from which they can reconstruct knowledge that can be personally 
useful to them, as they recognize familiar similarities or differences (Merriam, 2009; 
Simons, 2009; Stake; 1995). As Merriam (2009) points out, it is not the researcher 
who determines what can be applied to other contexts and situations from the case 
study research, but the reader; she explains, “the general lies in the particular, [so] 
what we learn in a particular case can be transferred to similar situations” (Merriam, 
2009, p.51). Therefore, if a case study has been accurately and faithfully presented, 
its generalizability to other similar contexts and situations is strengthened. Indeed, 
although it is argued that it is the reader who assimilates what they learn from the 
case study into their own experience, Simons (2009) argues that researchers also 
have an obligation to demonstrate how the research findings might correlate with 
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 other contexts and situations. This is achieved by providing rich descriptions, plenty 
of detail and portraying experiences in a vivid manner (Stake, 1995). Therefore, an 
ethnographic case study design from an emic perspective combined with the 
application of a sociocultural lens through which to interpret and analyze the data, 
provides a richness of detail that can contribute greatly to how the findings and 
results of the research can be useful to others in similar contexts and situations.  
4.2 RESEARCH SITE, PARTICIPANTS, LANGUAGE CURRICULUM 
AND TEXTBOOKS  
4.2.1 Research site 
Tepa Primary School on the island of Menua Lava in rural Vanuatu was the 
focus of this case study. On a visit to Menua Lava in 2012 to conduct TESOL and 
literacy workshops with Ni-Vanuatu teachers, I was invited to visit Tepa Primary 
School by the then Curriculum Advisor. After hearing of my interest in conducting 
research in Vanuatu, the Curriculum Advisor invited me to use the school for this 
study. Tepa Primary School was ideal for this case study since it is a government 
school and typical of many other schools in rural Vanuatu in terms of its classroom 
intake, curriculum, teaching materials and school facilities.  
Tepa Primary School was a sturdy concrete block building with a tin roof 
housing four large classrooms and a small office space which served as the 
principal’s office. However, surrounding this main building, were smaller, much 
older buildings, many in disrepair which had obviously been used as classrooms in 
previous years. These were now used as storage rooms with the most functional 
room used as a small library which contained numerous old books that had been 
donated by foreigners. The school had a limited supply of stationery and many of the 
children in each class had to share the curriculum textbooks. There was no electricity 
at the school, so each classroom had large glassless windows with shutters that let in 
the light, but kept out the rain.  
In 2013, Tepa Primary School had 107 learners which were equally divided 
between four different classes with a separate teacher for each class, namely: a 
composite class of grades one and two; a grade three class, a grade four class; and a 
composite class of grades five and six. This made the school ideal by offering the 
opportunity to observe both an individual and composite class which is reminiscent 
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of many other primary schools in Vanuatu that have both individual and composite 
classes.  
4.2.2 Participants  
Two classes were the main focus of this study – the Grade 3 (G3) class and the 
Grade 5/6 (G5/6) class. The G3 class was chosen since, at the time of data collection 
when the new language policy had not been fully implemented, Bislama was not 
generally welcomed as a language of instruction, even in the early years of school. It 
was beneficial therefore to focus on a G3 class in order to ascertain to what degree 
Bislama might influence the lexical choices of the young learners at this stage of 
their education. A possible disadvantage with choosing a low grade however, was the 
fact that English writing was not a skill practiced as regularly as speaking or reading. 
Nevertheless, samples of short texts from the children were valuable and provided 
indications of the influences of Bislama on the lexical choices in their writing.  
The G5/6 class was chosen for comparative purposes for a number of reasons. 
Firstly, it provided a strong indication of the literacy levels and standard of English 
many children have when they leave school since it has been reported that many 
children do not make it to G6 and leave at the end of G5 (Crowley, 2000). Secondly, 
the then national language policy stipulates that G5/6 learners are expected to receive 
instruction entirely in English with very minimal Bislama use. Thus a comparison 
between G3 and G5/6 was useful to explore the differences, if any, of the influence 
Bislama had on the lexical choices at different stages of English language learning 
(ELL). I turn now to introduce each class in more detail, beginning with the G3 class, 
followed by the G5/6 class.  
4.2.2.1 The Grade 3 teacher 
Marley appeared to be between 25 and 30 years of age and was originally from 
another province in Vanuatu. At the time of data collection, Marley had been living 
on Menua Lava for almost a year and spoke English, Bislama and two vernaculars, 
one from another province, and the other ‘language Menua Lava’. Prior to coming to 
Tepa Primary School, Marley had very little teaching experience and had received no 
formal teacher training. However, Marley had completed grade 13 and spent two 
years at university studying geography and history. When data collection 
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 commenced, Tepa Primary School was the first school where Marley had worked as 
a teacher, and had been teaching the G3 class for three months. 
4.2.2.2 The Grade 3 participants  
The G3 classroom had a total of 18 children (8 female, 10 male). Of these, 
eight volunteered to participate in this study, however the guardian of one of these 
children was not able to come to the school to give his consent. The seven remaining 
participants were aged between nine and eleven and consisted of five girls, Gretel, 
Louise, Sweba, Penny and Ocala, and two boys, Jerald and Jason. All the children 
were born on Menua Lava, except for Gretel who came from Santo. They all spoke 
Bislama fluently and frequently inside the classroom, but only Gretel spoke it at 
home as her first language. Each of the children lived in small villages within 5 
kilometres of the school and walked the distance each day, either alone or with their 
friends. These participants were at school most days, although Sweba was often 
between 20-30 minutes late for class. Table 4.1 below provides details of the 
participants’ origin and the languages they speak. Pseudonyms have been used for all 
the children’s names and the names of the islands have been withheld for ethical 
reasons.  
Table 4.1 
Grade 3 participant profiles 
Name of 
child Age Born L1 L2 L3 L4 
Gretel (f) 
 
11 Santo Bislama English - - 
Louise (f) 10 Neighbouring 
island 
Vernacular: 
neighbouring 
island  
Vernacular: 
‘Language 
Menua lava’ 
Bislama  English 
Sweba (f) 10 Menua Lava Vernacular: 
‘Language 
Menua lava’ 
Bislama  English  - 
Jerald (m) 10 Menua Lava Vernacular: 
‘Language 
Menua lava’ 
Bislama  English - 
Jason (m) 10 Menua Lava Vernacular: 
‘Language 
Menua lava’ 
Vernacular: 
neighbouring 
island 
(parent) 
Bislama  English 
Penny (f) 9 Menua Lava Vernacular: 
‘Language 
Menua lava’ 
Bislama  English - 
Ocala (f) 9 Menua Lava Vernacular: 
‘Language 
Menua lava’ 
Bislama  English - 
 
116 Chapter 4: Methodology 
  
4.2.2.3 The teaching of vocabulary in the Grade 3 classroom 
In weeks 2, 3, 4, and 6, Marley presented a new set of words for the children to 
learn, along with a list of ‘spelling words’ which were all written on the blackboard 
for the children to copy down in their exercise books. Usually these lists numbered to 
no more than 10 words at a time and were elicited from the children themselves, or 
taken from the textbook or the teacher’s guide, although occasionally, Marley would 
add one or two other words which were not in the textbook. The total number of 
vocabulary words that were written on the blackboard during my observations was 
108. Of these, I observed Marley teaching the meaning of 7 of these words. 
Additionally, 14 times during my observations, Marley taught the meaning of other 
words as they came up in the textbook or a Vanua Reader16. The G3 participants then 
were exposed to a total of 122 new English words, of which 21 words were 
translated, defined or explained.  
Marley did not have a set pattern or routine for teaching new vocabulary and 
would often write the words on the blackboard, direct the children’s attention to the 
words and then ask them to copy the vocabulary down in their books. At other times, 
Marley would drill the words with the children following along for pronunciation 
practice, and then ask the children to spell the words out loud. Each Friday, Marley 
would have a spelling test of the words that had been written on the blackboard 
during the week. After collecting their test papers, one child at a time was then asked 
to write one of the spelling words on the blackboard and the whole class was asked 
to correct any spelling mistakes on the blackboard itself. These occasions were often 
quite lively with Marley pitching the activity like a game which was meaningful in 
terms of learning, along with being engaging and fun for the children who loved to 
write on the blackboard.  
4.2.2.4 The Grade 5/6 teacher 
Casey appeared to be between 35 and 40 years of age and was originally from 
a neighbouring island near Menua Lava. At the time of data collection, Casey had 
been living on Menua Lava for 8 years and spoke Bislama at home with the family. 
After graduating from VITE (Vanuatu Institute of Teacher Education) in Port Vila 
16 Vanua Readers are levelled reading books for Ni-Vanuatu children to be used along side the 
curriculum and textbooks.  
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 with a teacher’s certificate, having completed the two year course covering child 
psychology and teaching methodology, Casey had been teaching for over 10 years at 
various government primary schools. Casey had been teaching at Tepa Primary 
School since 2012, and had only taught grades 5 and 6, either separately or as a 
composite class. Since the initial teacher training at VITE, Casey had attended 
numerous teaching workshops covering additional pedagogical and classroom 
management practices.  
4.2.2.5 The Grade 5/6 participants  
The G5/6 composite class had a total of 32 young learners (19 female, 13 
male). Of these, the eight G5/6 participants who volunteered to be involved in this 
study were aged between 11 and 13 and were all female. Whilst this may appear as a 
gender imbalance and having at least two male participants would have been 
preferable, this may have been reflective of the fact that I am a female researcher; 
from a cultural perspective therefore, the G5/6 boys who were a few years older than 
the G3 boys, may not have felt as comfortable participating.  
Like the G3 learners, the G5/6 participants also lived in the small villages 
within 5 kilometres of the school and walked the distance each day, either alone or 
with their friends. Three of the participants were born in Menua Lava, and the others 
came from three different neighbouring islands. All the children spoke Bislama 
fluently and frequently inside the classroom, and spoke a combination of their 
island’s vernacular and Bislama at home and in their communities. Thus it was 
highly likely that the children who came from neighbouring islands could also speak 
other vernaculars, including ‘Language Menua lava’, although this could not be 
verified. None of the children had Bislama as their first language. Therefore, for all 
these children, Bislama was a second or third language after their island vernaculars, 
and they were learning English as their third or fourth language. Table 4.2 details this 
information about the G5/6 participants. As with the G3 participants, pseudonyms 
have been used for all the children’s names and the names of the islands have been 
withheld for ethical reasons. 
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Table 4.2 
Grade 5/6 participant profiles 
Name of 
child Age Grade Born L1/2 L2/3 L3/4 
Tabitha 
 
13 5 Neighbouring 
island 
Vernacular: neighbouring 
island 
Bislama English 
Cadie 11 5 Neighbouring 
island 
Vernacular: neighbouring 
island  
Bislama English 
Sabrina 11 5 Neighbouring 
island 
Vernacular: 
‘Language Menua lava’ 
Bislama  English  
Valeny 11 5 Menua Lava Vernacular: 
‘Language Menua lava’ 
Bislama  English 
Clarissa 12 6 Menua Lava Vernacular: 
‘Language Menua lava’ 
Bislama  English 
Valentina 12 6 Neighbouring 
island 
Vernacular: neighbouring 
island 
Bislama  English 
Sally 13 6 Menua Lava Vernacular: 
‘Language Menua lava’ 
Bislama English 
Madeline 13 6 Menua Lava  Vernacular: 
‘Language Menua lava’ 
Bislama  English  
 
4.2.2.6 The teaching of vocabulary in the Grade 5/6 classroom 
Each Monday, in weeks 2, 3, 4, 7 and 8, Casey would present a new list of 
vocabulary words for the children to learn which were written on the blackboard for 
the children to copy down in their exercise books. These lists usually consisted of 9 
words which were taken from the grade six teacher’s guide, the readings in the grade 
six textbook, or the Vanua Readers. The total number of new vocabulary words that 
were written on the blackboard and taught to the children during my observations 
was 46 words. Of these, Casey either checked or taught the meaning of all of them. 
In contrast to Marley, Casey had a set pattern or routine for teaching new vocabulary, 
namely, writing the words on the blackboard at the beginning of Monday’s lesson, 
drilling them with the children for pronunciation practice and then asking the 
children to spell the words out loud. Following this, Casey would go through each 
word individually and either elicited meaning from the children, or gave the 
meaning, using a combination of English and Bislama. (This is recorded in more 
detail in my analysis and discussion of these lessons in Chapter 5.) Finally, at the end 
of the vocabulary lesson, Casey would ask the children to read through the words 
again out loud altogether as a class. Each Tuesday (only one session observed), 
Casey would review the meaning of each word taught on Monday with a matching 
activity written on the blackboard whereby the children had to match the word with 
the correct meaning. Each Friday (only one session observed), Casey would test the 
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 children’s spelling of these words in a simple test whereby the words would be read 
out in a random order, and the children would listen and write down the words. The 
children would then swap test papers and Casey would facilitate a whole class review 
of the spelling words, then the children would return the marked test papers back to 
the correct child, before these were submitted to Casey.  
4.2.2.7 The Tepa Primary School Principal 
At the time of collecting the data, Dominique the school principal, had been 
teaching for over 30 years after receiving a teaching certificate from VITE (Vanuatu 
Institute of Teacher Education) in Port Vila, covering child psychology and teaching 
methodology. Since then, Dominique has taught in numerous primary and secondary 
schools, and served as a principal at a school on a neighbouring island to Menua 
Lava, prior to taking the position of principal at Tepa Primary School at the 
beginning of 2012. Similar to Casey, Dominique has attended numerous teaching 
workshops, completing additional pedagogical and classroom management courses.  
4.2.3 The primary English language curriculum and textbooks  
According the Unified Primary Curriculum, Years 1-6 (Ministry of Education 
and Training (MOET), 1997), children are expected to achieve a number of specific 
objectives by the end of grade six. I list here those pertaining to the focus of this 
study:  
• Understand and apply appropriately the basic rules of language 
• Pronounce, understand, spell and use appropriately a vocabulary of at least 
one thousand head words 
• Obtain and give information in spoken and written forms 
• Express clearly their feelings, needs and opinions in speech and writing 
• Write logically ordered and grammatically accurate sentences and 
paragraphs in order to create imaginative, descriptive and narrative prose 
of at least 150 words in length; and also short poems 
• Comprehend and summarize short spoken and written texts and make 
notes. 
(Adapted from: MOET, 1997, p.14) 
120 Chapter 4: Methodology 
  
In view of the scope of this research project (vocabulary and writing), in order 
to achieve these objectives, the MOET (1997) expect primary learners to be able to: 
• In terms of vocabulary and spelling: 
• Use upper case letters and punctuation [from grade 1 onwards] 
• Recognize and use the different sounds of the English language [from 
grade 1 onwards] 
• Memorize and be able to reproduce common words in writing [from grade 
1 onwards] 
• Recognize number and gender [from grade 2 onwards] 
• Distinguish common homonyms and homophones [from grade 3 onwards] 
• Recognize and correct spelling mistakes [from grade 4 onwards]. 
(Adapted from: MOET, 1997, p.15) 
In terms of writing: 
• Write sentences and paragraphs for meaningful communication (for 
example personal accounts, short stories, descriptive or narrative writing, 
letter writing and expository writing) [from grade 1 onwards] 
• Write for pleasure [from grade 3 onwards] 
• Compose in a logical and organized way [from grade 4 onwards] 
• Apply self correction using a simple dictionary [from grade 5 onwards]. 
(Adapted from: MOET, 1997, p.15) 
In aiding fulfilment of these objectives, the government provides English 
language textbooks written by the MOET. For each grade level, there is a pupil’s 
book accompanied by a teacher’s guide which includes instructions and guidelines 
for each unit. Each textbook is divided into 15 units, to be spread across three 13-
week terms with five units for each term. However, it is left to the teacher’s 
discretion regarding how he or she chooses to distribute these five units into each 13-
week term.  
Each unit is topic based with different topics being assigned for each grade 
level, so the children learn about a wide variety of topics by the end of grade six. 
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 New vocabulary specific to each topic is included for each unit, along with a number 
of related writing tasks. These topics are often localized to Melanesian culture and 
geography, for example: ‘the bush’, ‘hunting’, ‘volcanoes and earthquakes’ (grade 
3), and ‘custom’, ‘sharks’ and ‘caring for the environment’ (grade 6). Other topics 
serve the purpose of moral and social development, such as ‘fairness’, ‘rules’ (grade 
3), and ‘citizenship’ (grade 6). A number of topics also take the learners’ interests 
outside of Vanuatu, as they have opportunity to learn about neighbouring countries, 
such as Papua New Guinea, New Caledonia, Australia and New Zealand, along with 
one of the countries that colonized Vanuatu, Britain.  
In terms of textbook design, each unit begins with a ‘picture reading’ with 
opportunity to orally practice vocabulary within a given context. Following other 
sections focusing on listening, speaking, reading and grammar, writing is usually the 
last main activity where learners are often invited to write about the topic of the unit 
from a personal perspective or complete a narrative from picture cues. Overall, there 
is a dominance of the narrative genre which appears to reflect the oral story-sharing 
culture of Melanesians.  
4.3 METHODS OF DATA COLLECTION 
The credibility and accuracy of the research findings are vital, and one way this 
can be ensured is through triangulation where different types of data are collected, or 
information is drawn from different participants (Creswell, 2012). For this study, 
data was collected using a variety of methods from both the teachers and children in 
the G3 and G5/6 classes, along with the school principal. This included: (1) field 
notes taken during classroom observations which were audio recorded; (2) 
photographs taken of the children’s writing each week; (3) audio recordings made of 
the semi-structured interviews with the teachers and the school principal, and (4) the 
focus group interviews with the children. Table 4.3 summarizes what data was 
collected from each participant, and Figure 4.1 illustrates the flowchart of the data 
collection procedures and the time frame used in this study. This is discussed in 
further detail in the following sections. 
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Table 4.3 
Summary of participant involvement 
Participants 
Classroom 
Observations 
(audio recorded) 
Collection of 
Writing Samples 
(photographed) 
Semi-structured 
Interviews (audio 
recorded) 
Focus Group 
Interviews 
(audio 
recorded) 
School Principal     
Teachers     
Young Learners     
 
 
 
Figure 4.1. Flowchart of data collection procedures and timeline. 
 
4.3.1 The data collection procedure 
The data was collected during the second term in the 2013 academic year from 
21st May to 9th August. This term was chosen since most of the enrolled school 
children were expected to be attending the school at that time. At the beginning of 
the academic year, many of the children and the G3 teachers arrived a few weeks 
late, either after travelling a great distance from their home to stay with relatives 
during the academic year, or for other unknown reasons. Additionally, towards the 
end of the year, the children would have been preparing for their end of year exams 
and therefore, new vocabulary was less likely to have been taught, as the class 
participated in mostly review activities.  Therefore choosing the middle term of the 
school year offered the best solution to avoid these issues. However, term two also 
Post-Observation Semi-Structured Interviews (teachers & principal)  
& Focus Group Interviews (children): 
G3 Teacher (2 August 2013)  
G5/6 Teachers (1 August 2013) 
G3 Leaners (2 August 2013)  
G5/6 Learners (1 August 2013) 
School Principal                        
(9 August 2013) 
Classroom Observations & Writing Samples:  
G3 & G5/6 Teachers & Learners (21 May - 18 July 2013) 
Pre-Observation Semi-Structured Interviews:  
G3 & G5/6 Teachers (15 May 2013) 
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 presented its own challenges with two national cultural celebrations17 towards the 
end of the term culminating in a number of extra days with no school. 
Observing a whole term was important for a number of reasons. First, a whole 
term gave a more complete snapshot of teaching and learning, than if only a few 
weeks were observed. As a case study, a ‘complete’ detailed description of the case 
was required; this could not be drawn from only a few weeks of observations. 
Additionally with three units from the English language textbook being taught in 
each class during the term, a wide diversity of vocabulary was taught, thus providing 
more opportunity to observe any patterns in the teachers’ use of Bislama while 
teaching vocabulary. Finally, observing the class for the whole term also provided 
more opportunity to collect a variety of writing samples.  
 In terms of when data was collected during the second term, I began with the 
pre-observation interviews with the G3 and G5/6 teachers in the week before the 
term started, in order to learn about their plans for the term ahead, particularly in 
regard to the teaching of vocabulary and writing activities (these interviews are 
discussed in more detail in Section 4.4.3.1). This was necessary to negotiate which 
days of the week would be the most beneficial for collecting data on vocabulary 
teaching and writing activities for my study since the timetable placed the two hour 
English language class at the same time of the day for the whole school. Thus, it was 
necessary to alternate observations between the two classes each week in order to 
observe a whole term in each classroom. Negotiating this predicament with each 
teacher was important to not only build rapport with the teachers, but also position 
myself as a researcher (a guest in their school) who demonstrated the ability to 
flexibly ‘fit-in’ with their timetable and also empower them to retain autonomy over 
their own classes. These negotiations resulted in being able to observe each class 
twice weekly – the grade 3 class was observed each Tuesday and Thursday, and the 
G5/6 class was observed each Monday and Wednesday. These days were chosen 
since they coincided suitably with the days each teacher taught vocabulary and 
conducted writing activities.  
17 These annual cultural celebrations were ‘Children’s Day’ (24 July) and ‘Independence Day’ (30 
July).   
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 However, there were unforeseen changes in the school timetable with Casey 
needing to attend a week-long teacher training workshop in Luganville (Santo) mid 
term, and other unavoidable circumstances which meant that this observation 
schedule did not always work to plan. Nevertheless, I was able to observe each class 
14 times during the term. I began in week one, attending each class one time in order 
to test my recording equipment in the environment, and give the teachers and the 
children an opportunity to start getting used to me being in their classroom before I 
started collecting the data. Week one was also a time when the teachers and children 
were settling back into their classroom routines after a two-week break. Data 
collection began then in week two, by the end of which, I observed that the children 
had stopped staring at me and had started to accept me as a familiar part of their 
classroom environment. Data collection continued until week nine, before the school 
timetable was disrupted by preparations for the end of term exams. I turn now to 
discuss each method of data collection in more detail.  
4.3.2 The classroom observations  
As a non-participant observer, observational fieldnotes were taken during each 
visit to each classroom. I sat at the back of each classroom at a desk where my 
presence could be minimized. Fifty six hours of observations were audio recorded, 
by attaching a discreet microphone to the teachers in order to record their classroom 
talk clearly, and a backup recording was made from the back of the classroom. These 
steps were taken to further reduce the degree of ‘researcher presence’ in the 
classroom. While video recording might have provided an added depth and richness 
to the analysis of the teachers’ talk, the constant presence of a video recorder and 
tripod was likely to be an unnecessary distraction and even intimidating for the 
teachers. Video cameras are rarely seen, if at all on Menua Lava given its remote 
location with no electricity or the means to acquire such technology. Therefore video 
recording the classroom observations in such an environment appeared inappropriate 
and also detrimental to the reciprocal relationship I sought to build with the research 
participants. As Pillow (2003) points out, an important part of being a self-reflexive 
researcher is fostering the notion of conducting research with participants rather than 
on them while collecting the data. Further considerations around self-reflexivity and 
my role as a non-indigenous researcher is discussed further in Section 4.5.  
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 Each observed class was audio recorded from beginning to end which was 
important in order to capture all the incidents of teaching or reviewing of vocabulary 
which might occur at any time of the lesson. The benefit of these audio recordings 
was to ensure accuracy of the data collected and guarding against misreporting what 
has been said (Simons, 2009). This was particularly important for this case study 
since the teachers used both English and Bislama in their classroom talk and the 
audio recording enabled the Bislama utterances to be translated accurately.  
 Additionally, I took extensive field notes using ‘Audio Note’ (iPad 
application) which synchronized the audio recording with my written notes, allowing 
me the ability to listen to any part of the recording and read the relevant notes at the 
same time when reviewing the data later. These field notes were also very useful 
when transcribing the teachers’ talk, to note any non-verbal communication or obtain 
a sense of other things happening at the time. Most notably however, the field notes 
were a means of noting the times when the vocabulary lesson would begin and end, 
and each time the teachers used Bislama while they were teaching vocabulary. This 
was helpful for transcribing the data later, as it was not necessary to transcribe the 
whole lesson, only the sections where the teachers taught new vocabulary.  
Furthermore, other useful information was recorded in the field notes for the 
purpose of building a holistic description of the case study. These included the lesson 
content, references to activities covered in the textbooks, non-verbal actions, gestures 
or facial expressions the teacher made while teaching vocabulary, the use of 
materials or the blackboard, the position of the teacher within the classroom, and 
learner participation. In line with the requirements of case study research, other notes 
were also made of the surrounding context, such as changes in the classroom, the 
overall mood of the teachers and the children, any class disruptions and the weather. 
These notes contributed towards developing a rich description of the case study, as 
Brodsky (2008, p.342) maintains, giving as much detail as possible with the use of 
“rich adjectives, rather than with abstract, evaluative, or summative phrases” can 
assist in building the whole context of the case study. 
In addition, I also made self-reflexive notes during each observation regarding 
my ongoing working relationship and interaction with the school staff and the 
children, as I reflected on my position as a researcher. This was important for 
continually measuring my impact in the classroom environment and if necessary, 
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adjusting anything I did or did not do accordingly. As Pillow (2003) points out, 
observing oneself as much as the focus of the research study by systematically 
identifying ones own subjectivity and being self-aware, cannot be underestimated. 
Researcher reflexivity is discussed in more detail in Section 4.5. 
Finally, I also made further reflective notes in the form of a diary immediately 
after each observation to document other observations not directly connected to the 
teacher’s lesson, in order to help keep an account of my role as the researcher 
(Brodsky, 2008). These included data collection constraints, general progress of the 
data collection process, how I might be interpreting the findings, or if there were any 
emerging biases or assumptions on my part towards the data. Hence, recording my 
own ongoing analytical process of interpreting and analysing the data as I was 
collecting it was useful in order to continually check and maintain the validity and 
credibility of the findings (Brodsky, 2008; Creswell, 2012). These notes were also 
useful for making any comparisons between previous observations and preparing for 
the next observation which effectively began the data analysis process. As Merriam 
(2009) asserts, the qualitative analysis of the data should always be made while data 
collection is being conducted, rather than afterwards. Furthermore, Bogdan and 
Biklen (2007) recommend that reviewing past fieldnotes during the data collection 
process will enable the pursuit of “specific leads” (p.163) for the next data collection 
session, keep a critical perspective on what is being recorded and guard against 
becoming “a recording machine” (p.163). This was imperative to this study, as data 
were regularly collected each day at the school and tentative categories of the 
purposes of Bislama code-switching were noted, along with notes of particular topics 
that were important to cover in the post-observation interviews with the teachers, 
children and the school principal.  
4.3.3 The writing samples 
During the course of the term, numerous writing samples (in English) were 
collected from the young participants in each class. These were photographed in the 
classroom, usually at the end of the classroom observations due to no photocopier or 
scanner being available on site. Details of the writing samples, the textbook unit and 
the respective authors were carefully logged to ensure each writing sample was 
assigned to the correct participant and catalogued chronologically. In the G5/6 class, 
these were collected regularly each week due to Casey’s regularly timetabled 
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 activities. However, the G3 participants completed their writing activities at different 
times making it necessary to look through their English exercise books each week to 
ensure that I was able to record all the writing the participants had completed in their 
English classes. Since the aim of this study is to examine the influence of Bislama in 
the lexical choices of the children’s own writing, I requested the teachers to allow me 
to photograph the written work before it was marked. Making copies of work that 
had been marked by their teachers and then been subsequently edited would 
therefore result in written work which was not completely the children’s own. 
However, there were occasions in the G3 class where I was not able to photograph 
the work before it was marked. On these occasions, I was careful not to include any 
edited drafts of this work, only the children’s original work, even though it may have 
been heavily marked and more difficult to read.  
4.3.4 The pre and post-observation interviews  
Pre and post-observation interviews were conducted with the teachers, the 
children and the school principal. It was important to include the school principal in 
order to gain a sense of how the school was being led, particularly in regard to the 
teaching of English, and to compare the principal’s views regarding the use of 
Bislama in education with those of the teachers and the children. I turn now to 
discuss how and when these interviews were conducted with the participants.  
4.3.4.1 Semi-structured interviews with the teachers and the school principal 
As noted in Section 4.4.1, pre-observation interviews were conducted with the 
G3 and G5/6 teachers in order to not only ask about their plans for the coming term, 
but to also learn about the background of each teacher, their teaching experience and 
pedagogical beliefs, their learners, and also offer them the opportunity to ask me 
questions about this study and express any concerns they might have. The interview 
guide for these pre-observation interviews appears in Appendix B; the G3 teacher 
chose to reply to the questions in Bislama whereas the G5/6 teacher chose to use 
English.  Additionally, these pre-observation interviews were occasions for 
developing a good rapport with each of the teachers and building a sense of trust with 
them before the classroom observations commenced, while also allowing them time 
to get to know me as a researcher. This was important for reducing any possible 
negative impact of my physical presence in their classrooms. As Richards (2005) 
comments, qualitative interviewing requires sensitivity on the part of the researcher 
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to consider how the process of conducting the interview can shape the data being 
collected.  
Shortly after the classroom observations were complete in mid July, each 
teacher was interviewed one time again, in addition to the school principal. The 
teachers and the school principal chose to use English during these interviews. While 
the classroom observations offered significant insights in how Bislama was being 
used while teaching vocabulary, this data did not reveal the teacher’s own thinking, 
feelings, or perspectives regarding the use of Bislama in education, or what meaning 
they attach to the issues they encounter within the situational context they operate in 
(Patton, 2002). Therefore the use of semi-structured interviews in this research 
design were crucial, as they allowed a degree of guidance for the type and number of 
questions asked of the teachers, while affording flexibility to allow them to respond 
further to particular questions, or explore new ideas about the topics being discussed 
(Merriam, 2009; Simons, 2009). As Creswell (2012) explains, in semi-structured 
interviews, asking open-ended questions can allow the interviewees to voice their 
experiences and their opinions “unconstrained by any perspectives of the researcher” 
(p.218). However, while these interviews were designed as being semi-structured, an 
interview guide was used (see Appendix C) and piloted with a school principal and 
G3 and G5/6 teachers from another primary school on Menua Lava prior to 
conducting the interviews with Dominique, Casey and Marley. This was done to 
ensure the clarity of the questions which questions yielded poor data, other questions 
that needed to be asked, and to determine a proposed question order, although the 
order of the questions was flexible according to the semi-structured nature of the 
interviews (Merriam, 2009; Richards, 2005). 
 The purpose of these post-observation semi-structured interviews then, was to 
look back retrospectively over the previous weeks and discuss specific education 
issues. In particular, for the G3 and G5/6 teachers, these interviews offered the 
opportunity to talk about particular instances that occurred in the classroom 
regarding the teaching and learning of vocabulary. Secondly, the teachers and 
principal’s views regarding Bislama and its role in education were also explored, 
providing opportunity to consider from a sociocultural perspective learning as social 
practice, the use of Bislama as a mediating tool in the teaching of vocabulary, any 
notions of lexical transfer, and the teacher’s role as the ‘expert’ within zones of 
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 proximal development. Additionally, these interviews also explored issues 
surrounding the language policy, Bislama and cultural identity, and the teachers and 
principal’s views of writing development. These interviews were conducted with 
each teacher individually at separate times on the school grounds, were audio 
recorded, and lasted for no more than one hour. 
4.3.4.2 Focus group interviews with the children 
Following the classroom observations, focus group interviews were conducted 
with the participants from the G3 and G5/6 classes. Interviewing the children in this 
study was important to gain a sense of how much vocabulary they had learnt, to 
enquire of their own preferred methods for learning new English vocabulary and how 
they perceive Bislama in terms of learning English. As Simons (2009) and Winston 
et al. (2014) contend, the perspectives of learners can be very insightful regarding 
their own learning experiences. These perspectives were useful therefore for 
comparing with the teachers and principal’s views, and for building a holistic picture 
of the education context within this case study.  
In each focus group, there was a maximum of four children, amounting to two 
focus group interviews from each class, totalling four interviews altogether. These 
were conducted in Bislama where possible, were audio recorded, and lasted no more 
than 30 minutes.  The G3 interviews were conducted in the school library on a mat 
on the floor, largely because of the wind, making it impractical for successfully 
completing the interview activities outside where the children had originally chosen 
to have them. This proved very suitable, as this location minimized distractions from 
onlookers from the nearby G1/2 classroom. The G5/6 learners chose to conduct their 
interviews on a mat under a large shady tree near their classroom; these interviews 
were conducted on a different day to the G3 class, and the weather was calm. This 
alfresco location provided a familiar and relaxed atmosphere to the interviews. As 
Formosinho and Araújo (2006) assert, carrying out an interview with children at their 
school or familiar situation favours the interview process by increasing their 
engagement as a result of fewer distractions and creating an atmosphere conducive to 
discussion. These interviews were piloted with other G3 and G5/6 learners at the 
same school where I piloted the interviews with the teachers and principal.  
The interviews were conducted in focus groups for a number of reasons. 
Firstly, a focus group was helpful for making the participants (children aged 9-13) 
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more comfortable and less intimidated than if I had interviewed them one by one 
(Simons, 2009). As Merriam (2009) explains, the data yielded from interviews 
conducted in small groups is socially constructed and as such, responses from one or 
more confident members of the group can elicit responses from others who may be 
more shy and reluctant to speak. This constructivist perspective therefore offered the 
opportunity for the participants to encourage each other to be more open and share 
their thoughts and ideas, thus making the reactions of the children more natural and 
true to reality. As Patton (2002) contends, the purpose of a focus group interview is 
to obtain “high quality data in a social context where people can consider their own 
views in the context of the views of others” (p.386).  
Secondly, conducting these interviews in small groups was also intended to 
reduce the potential for the participants to please me, the interviewer, by answering 
the questions according to what they perceive the interviewer wants to hear, rather 
than answering the questions honestly and openly. However, there was always the 
potential for ‘group think’ with the more dominant members of the group taking 
over, and thus preventing a free, and perhaps different response, from others in the 
group (Simons, 2009). To prevent this, I built a good rapport with the participants 
during the term by spending time playing with each of them outside the classroom. 
This strategy has been noted by other researchers who advise that spending time with 
young participants before the interviews are conducted, and being seen regularly 
outside the classroom or interview situation, assists in effectively engaging and 
building rapport with the children (Morrison, 2013; Winstone, Huntington, Goldsack, 
Kyrou and Millward (2014). In addition, I assured them that everything they said 
would be kept confidential and would not be reported to their teachers, along with 
how the information would be used, and that their identities would be protected. It 
has been argued that taking these steps has been found to be advantageous in 
encouraging children to speak and to put them at ease (Morrison, 2013; Simons, 
2009). Indeed with each focus group interview, all the participants appeared 
comfortable and shared openly.  
However, in terms of how these focus group interviews were conducted, in 
contrast to the interviews with the teachers and the principal, the focus group 
interviews followed a structured activity-based approach appropriate for young 
children. Research has found this approach to be a valuable strategy for young 
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 children for discussing difficult and sensitive topics, to stimulate their interest and 
cognition, thus enabling them to voice their own perspectives without 
communicative barriers or pressures, while diminishing power relations between the 
child and the interviewer (cf. Brooker, 2001; Colucci, 2007; Formosinho & Araújo, 
2006; Winston et al., 2014). As Morrison (2013, p.334) contends, interviewers can 
help to make children feel more secure when they create a controlled and well-
structured interview situation that reflects their everyday experiences in the 
classroom. Although, as Formosinho and Araújo (2006) caution, interviews with 
children that are too structured can be unfruitful and advise therefore to take a semi-
structured approach, even when using various stimuli. Thus, using a series of tasks or 
concrete stimuli or resources, such as drawings, photographs, toys, puppets, dolls, 
and various exercises, have been found to contribute towards creating a more 
enjoyable and engaging experience than standard interview formats (cf. Brooker, 
2001; V. Cook & Hess, 2007; Colucci, 2007; Winston et al., 2014). Constructing the 
focus group interviews in this way therefore, was helpful to avoid making the 
children feel uncomfortable with continuous questions, often resulting in 
uncomfortable silences, and to give them more opportunity to respond freely and 
naturally (Formosinho and Araújo, 2006; Morrison, 2013; Winstone et al., 2014). 
The purpose of this activity-based approach was also to serve as a point of attention 
to take their focus off me, the interviewer, avoid too much sustained eye contact, and 
reduce any sense of pressure on the children to respond, while providing a tangible 
and visual foundation for discussion (Winstone et al., 2014).  
Additionally, great efforts were made to adopt a sensitive self-reflexive 
approach while completing the various activities and facilitating discussion with the 
children, in order to further strengthen reliability of the data and increase the level of 
comfort and ‘emotional safety’ for the children. Formosinho and Araújo (2006) 
contend that when doing research with children, reflexivity is a dual process since 
they can form a relationship with the researcher and view their involvement with the 
researcher in their everyday lives (such as in their school community) as important. 
This suggests that children are not mere passive respondents in the interview process, 
but interpreters who engage socially, emotionally and culturally within the interview 
situation (Formosinho & Araújo, 2006; Morrison, 2013). To this end, I maintained a 
warm, friendly, positive, and non-threatening manner, gently inviting the children to 
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speak, but not in a way that forced them to participate. Indeed, great care was taken 
to sign post the questions and activities (e.g. “we have one more activity”), word the 
questions at a concrete level to aid their understanding using both closed and open 
questions strategically, reframing questions when necessary, and check that I had 
understood their answers (Morrison, 2013). Additionally, providing positive 
feedback and encouraging comments also continually engaged the children and 
created a warm, positive atmosphere conducive to creating and maintaining 
discussion. At the end of each interview, I thanked the children for their valuable 
responses and reminded them of the importance their contributions were to the study 
as a whole (Morrison, 2013). I observed the children leaving happy and positive 
which was further demonstrated by the speed at which the next small group of 
children arrived at the interview location, noticeably eager to see what activities we 
were going to do together. I turn now to discuss each of these activities in more 
detail.  
Activity 1: ‘Memory Game’ 
This activity was designed as a fun and engaging way to begin the interview, 
and thus make the children feel comfortable about not only participating in an 
interview, but also to encourage them to begin speaking and responding openly as a 
group and with me. The design of the activity was a memory game whereby the 
participants were presented with nine vocabulary words that they had learnt during 
the term, chosen to provide a variety of different kinds of words (e.g. different topics; 
nouns & verbs), and because of the ease in which they could be visualized in 
pictures. These words were written on separate cards measuring 10cm x 10cm, and 
were accompanied by cards of the same size and colour with corresponding pictures 
which I drew myself due to the limited availability of visual resources (see Appendix 
D). 
At the beginning of the interview after the children had settled into a semi 
circle on the floor around me, I first showed them the cards, and we read each word 
card and identified each picture card to ensure that the children could read the cards 
correctly. We also looked at how the word and picture cards matched together. Then, 
I placed all the cards face down on the floor in a large square. I then explained the 
activity (in Bislama) and demonstrated an example. First, one card was turned over 
to reveal either a word, or a picture. Next, another card was chosen at random and 
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 turned over. If the word and the picture matched, then the person turning the cards 
could keep the matched pair. If however, the cards did not match (e.g. word and 
picture mismatch, two words or two pictures), the cards were turned over again and 
the next person had a turn. The activity would end when all of the cards were gone 
with the winner being the person with the most matched pairs.  
Each child took turns in finding the correct cards and visibly took delight in 
finding any matched pairs. I encouraged learner engagement and an element of fun 
by shouting, ‘Yes!’ and clapping when a child found a matched pair which increased 
the excitement of the activity. The purpose for my expressive participation was to 
simply play with the children, to further develop a good rapport with them, and make 
them feel comfortable being together as a small group separated from their own 
classroom environment (Morrison, 2013). Thus, I aimed to reduce the children’s 
level of anxiety by being sensitive to how they might perceive me, the interviewer, 
because as Richards (2005) points out, interviewers in qualitative research need to 
consider not only doing the interview, but to reflect on what I might be “doing to the 
interviewee[s] and the situation” (p.38).  
Following this, I we had a brief discussion about the words asking questions 
such as (for reasons of space, I have not included the Bislama translations here): Do 
you remember learning these words? What other words do you remember learning? 
Which word do you like best? Why?. The purpose of these questions was to gain a 
sense of how much they remembered from their vocabulary lessons, stimulate the 
children’s thinking about the words themselves and to encourage them to start 
talking when not playing a game. While the answers to these questions did not 
directly answer my research questions for this study, they contextualized the rest of 
the interview, namely discussion around vocabulary teaching and learning.  
Activity 2: ‘Speech Bubble Story’ 
The purpose behind this activity was to set up a contextual foundation for 
talking to the children about their teacher’s vocabulary teaching methods and to 
enquire about what language they prefer their teacher to use while teaching 
vocabulary, namely English or Bislama. This was important to understand the 
children’s initial perceptions of Bislama and their views regarding its use in the 
classroom. In order to accomplish this in a creative and engaging way, I visually 
reconstructed a small section of one of their vocabulary lessons (one from G3 and 
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another from G5/6) which contained teacher talk in both English and Bislama when 
explaining the meaning of the new vocabulary. This was presented in the form of a 
drawing featuring a teacher standing in front of a blackboard with four children 
sitting in the classroom. Attached to the picture were two small booklets cut out from 
paper in the shape of speech bubbles; one booklet contained the teacher’s talk, the 
other booklet contained the children’s  responses. The children had to physically turn 
over the pages of each booklet separately in order to read the ‘story’ (see Appendix 
E). The purpose of the visual and kinaesthetic nature of this activity was to engage 
the children and maintain their attention while reading. The two separate booklets 
also effectively separated the teacher’s talk from the children’s talk to enable more 
discussion about the teacher’s talk in a simple and clear manner after the story was 
read.   
At the beginning of the activity, I first elicited who the different people were in 
the picture where they were and what was happening. This was important to initially 
set the context of the story and engage the children. We then read the story out loud 
together with the children turning the pages of the booklets. Following this I 
reviewed what the story was about, and what the teacher did, namely using Bislama 
and English to communicate the meaning of new vocabulary. I then opened up a 
discussion, using particular examples of the teacher’s talk in the speech bubble 
shaped booklet, asking the children questions such as (for reasons of space, I have 
not included the Bislama translations here): What language do you like your teacher 
to use in the classroom? Do you like your teacher using English/Bislama? Why? 
Does English/Bislama help you to learn new words? If your teacher uses 
English/Bislama, do you understand everything?. This discussion was important to 
explore the children’s own views about their teacher’s use of Bislama while teaching 
vocabulary, in order to view from the children’s perspective, any influences of 
Bislama on the their lexical choices in their written English. 
Activity 3: ‘Sentence Search’ 
The final activity in the focus group interviews was conducted for the purpose 
of explicitly observing the children’s perceptions of Bislama and their ability to 
identify any Bislama influence in their own writing. As Gibson’s theory of 
affordances (1977; 1986) outlines, it is the learners’ perceptions and awareness of 
affordances that are important for successful language learning (Otwinowaska-
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 Kasztelanic, 2011; Segalowitz, 2001; Singleton & Aronin, 2007). This final section 
of the interview therefore was important for gaining an understanding of the 
children’s perceptions and awareness of Bislama.  
 In order to accomplish this aim, the children were presented with a number of 
sentences which contained genuine errors from the G3 and G5/6 writing samples 
collected during the term. Nine sentences were chosen that exhibited a variety of 
influence from Bislama in terms of both form and meaning (e.g. false cognates, 
cognates with spelling errors). These sentences were either written verbatim or 
adapted in a minor way for the purpose of this activity; four sentences were chosen 
from the G3 writing samples, and five from the G5/6 writing samples; two sentences 
came from the pilot week data and are thus not included in the data set. These were 
arranged in order with the G3 sentences presented first, followed by the G5/6 
sentences (see Appendix F). If the children appeared to express a lack of 
understanding of a sentence, this sentence was not included in the interview 
discussion. The children were asked to identify if each of the sentences were correct 
or incorrect in any way, and if so, what the problem might be. The sentences were 
subsequently put in a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ box, as a way of visibly identifying how the 
children had evaluated these sentences for further discussion later in the interview. 
As Colucci (2007) contends, the various use of sentences, words, labels and means of 
sorting within a focus group interview have the potential for enriching discussion, 
engaging the students and offer a vehicle to talk about sensitive or complex topics.  
Following this, I briefly reviewed the sentences they had identified correctly as 
having an error (i.e. those in the ‘bad’ box), and then, for reasons of time, focused on 
one or two of the sentences that they had put in the ‘good’ box. With a sentence that 
contained a false cognate, we translated the sentence into Bislama, and then read the 
sentence again in English, comparing the Bislama and English pronunciation. I also 
elicited the correct English word or phrase in place of the Bislama word. These 
activities opened up a discussion about the similarities and differences between 
English and Bislama in terms of meaning and form which allowed opportunity to 
gain an understanding about the children’s perceptions of Bislama.  
Following this overview of how the data was collected, I turn now to discuss 
how it was analysed.  
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4.4 ANALYSIS OF THE DATA 
4.4.1 Analysis of the classroom observations  
The sections of vocabulary teaching in the audio recordings of the classroom 
observations were transcribed with each utterance in Bislama translated into English. 
Given my developing knowledge of Bislama, three bilingual Bislama-English 
translators assisted with these transcriptions and Bislama translations. Transcription 
conventions were applied to the transcriptions noting when the teacher and the 
children were speaking, length of pauses in seconds, inaudible utterances, when 
Bislama was spoken to distinguish it from the English text, a gloss for the Bislama, 
and any non-verbal communications or inaudible actions by the teacher or the 
children, such as ‘writing on the board’. Table 4.4 below details the transcription 
conventions which were adapted from Nagy and Robertson (2009, p.86). 
Table 4.4 
Transcription conventions 
T Teacher 
Int Interviewer 
C’ren Children 
C1; C2 Child 1; Child 2  
toktok Bislama utterance 
(talk) Gloss for the Bislama  
(1.0) Pause in seconds 
[WRITING ON THE BOARD] Researcher’s comments/Inaudible detail 
xxx Inaudible  
 
In order to find answers to the first research sub-question, different methods of 
analysis of the teachers’ talk in the classroom observations were conducted. Firstly, 
in order to determine how often the Ni-Vanuatu teachers used Bislama when teaching 
vocabulary, a copy of each transcript was first prepared for a frequency analysis 
using ‘Word Count’ in Microsoft Word. This was done by creating a separate word 
document for each transcript, tabulating the different aspects of the teachers’ talk into 
three columns, one column for all the teachers’ talk, another column for the talk only 
in English, and the final column for talk only in Bislama. Beginning first with the 
column with the complete transcript, all the additional words and numbers which 
were not the teachers’ talk, were removed (e.g. learners’ talk, gloss for the Bislama, 
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 pauses in seconds, inaudible details). This was important to make sure the word 
counts were reliable and only the teachers’ words were counted. This was then 
copied into the other two columns, and all the Bislama words were removed in the 
‘English column’ and all the English words were removed in the ‘Bislama column’, 
thus leaving only the teachers’ words in English and Bislama ready to be counted. By 
organizing each transcript in this way, reliability of the analysis was maintained since 
it was possible to compare the teachers’ talk in the English and Bislama columns 
with all the teachers’ talk in the first column. Thus it was possible to cross check the 
word counts, check for oversights and discrepancies, and return to this analysis at 
any time to double check the word counts if needed.  
Secondly, for examining when and for what purpose the Ni-Vanuatu teachers 
used Bislama when teaching vocabulary, the complete transcripts (including the 
learners’ talk) were analysed using tables with columns analysing a number of 
different points, influenced by the analyses of code-switching data in other studies 
(e.g. Kang, 2008; McGlynn & Martin, 2009; Qian et al., 2009). These were as 
follows: 
• The type of code-switching used (i.e. inter-sentential or intra-sentential). 
• The pattern of code-switching (e.g. target language (TL) followed by 
Bislama), to determine overall patterns of when the teachers used Bislama. 
• Notes regarding when code-switching occurred, to record in more detail 
when this actually transpired (e.g. after the teacher has asked a question in 
English). 
• The purpose of code-switching (discussed in more detail below). 
• The teacher’s scaffolding behaviour (e.g. simplifying, contextualizing), 
based on the Language Scaffolding Tools for Teaching Vocabulary as 
detailed in Table 3.2 in Chapter 3. 
• Notes regarding if there appeared to be any initial indications of Bislama 
mediating learning, based on the children’s responses. 
• Notes regarding the depth and level of word knowledge being conveyed by 
the teacher, based on the Word Knowledge Framework. 
• Other comments, describing and critiquing the discourse.  
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In addition to these columns, in order to clearly and systematically organize the 
analysis of the transcripts, each transcript was broken up into topically related sets, a 
concept introduced by Mehan (1979) and further applied by Cazden (2001). 
According to Mehan (1979), a topically related set is an organizational unit within 
the teacher’s talk which includes a basic sequence where a topic is first established, 
then built upon, and ends before the next topic – or the next topically related set – 
begins. Organizing the teachers’ talk in this way was particularly useful for analysing 
when and for what purpose Bislama was used with each vocabulary word taught.  
 Regarding the analysis of the purpose of the teachers’ use of Bislama, I began 
with the list of categories drawn from previous research in code-switching (Conteh, 
2007; Inbar-Lourie, 2010; Jones, 2014; Kang, 2008; McGlynn & Martin, 2009; Nagy 
& Robertson, 2009; Qian, Tian & Wang, 2009; Rezvani & Rasekh, 2011), namely: 
• Amplifying/reinforcing key points 
• Checking comprehension 
• Classroom management 
• Discipline 
• Eliciting vocabulary 
• Fostering shared social and cultural identity 
• Giving a translation 
• Giving an explanation 
• Giving instructions 
• Giving praise and encouragement  
• Greeting learners 
• Humour 
• Linguistic support 
• Providing access to lesson content 
• Providing individual support 
• Reducing the level of formality 
• To unite learners  
 
However, while these categories were a useful starting point for an insight of 
what might be expected to be in the data, it was necessary to inductively examine the 
data (Merriam, 2009). Hence I took an ‘ethnographic content analysis’ (ECA) 
approach, in order to “understand the communication of meaning… [with the aim of 
Chapter 4: Methodology 139 
 being] systematic and analytic, but not rigid” (Altheide, 1987, p.68) when analysing 
the data. As Altheide (1987) summarizes ECA, it retains a research goal of 
‘discovery’ and ‘verification’, while emphasizing validity whereby although 
categories can be used to guide the content analysis, other categories are not only 
‘allowed’, but are expected to emerge. Consequently, when categories and themes 
began to reoccur, it was necessary to narrow the scope of these, and be more specific 
about why the teachers were using Bislama. The main questions asked of the data 
therefore were, ‘What was the teacher doing, specifically? and ‘Why was the teacher 
using Bislama here?’. For example, it was not enough to label a teacher’s use of 
Bislama as ‘Giving a definition’ since I found that definitions could either use a 
paraphrase, or apply a particular context. Additionally, it was also necessary to be 
clear about the differences between a translation, a definition and an explanation, 
since the teachers would sometimes use few words, or many words in Bislama to 
provide meaning. Clear and separate definitions of each category therefore were 
assigned to each theme to avoid an unwieldy set of data. As Merriam (2009) outlines, 
the naming of the categories and themes should be sensitive and specific to the data 
“capturing the meaning of the phenomenon” (p.186), and be informed by the purpose 
of the research, its theoretical framework, the reviewed literature, the participants 
and the researcher. These specific themes, categories and their definitions, along with 
examples from the data, appear in Appendix G. An example of this can be seen in 
Table 4.5 below which shows the distinctions made between a definition and an 
explanation.  
Table 4.5 
Example of the themes, categories and their definitions from the analysis of classroom talk 
Category Purpose for code-switching when teaching vocabulary 
Examples of teacher code-
switching 
Definition:  
Concise explanation (usually no 
more than 7 Bislama words) to 
provide the exact meaning. 
 
Using a paraphrase T – Cautious means yu mas luk 
aot (you must be careful) 
Explanation: 
Detailed explanation (usually 7 
Bislama words or more) to 
provide more information. 
Using a particular or familiar 
situation or scenario that 
contextualizes the target 
language word 
 
T - When something is drifting, 
it is moving ah? 
C’ren - yes 
T - Yes. Bae yu stap luk kenu 
(2.0) supose yu no sakem anka 
(If you had your canoe and 
didn’t anchor it) what will 
happen to the canoe? 
C’ren - Drift 
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In order to verify the themes denoting the teachers’ purposes of using Bislama 
and improve the reliability of the findings, a co-coding analysis was conducted by an 
independent third party who did not have an invested interest in this study. 
Reliability is attained when there is agreement between two or more independent 
coders; the closer they agree, the more trustworthy the findings, thus ensuring the 
validity of the conclusions drawn from the analysis, along with safeguarding against 
any personal biases of the original coder reflected in the analysis (Green, 1998; 
Hayes & Krippendorff, 2007; Krippendorff, 2011). Additionally, Green (1998) 
points out that “any coding scheme should be understandable and useable by 
individuals other than the developer of the scheme” (p.92). Therefore, it was 
necessary to not only verify the themes generated from the data, but also the system 
of themes that had been generated.  
For conducting the co-coding analysis, the co-coder was supplied with 30% of 
the transcript data from the classroom observations, along with the coding scheme. 
One hour was initially spent with the co-coder explaining the coding scheme, 
becoming familiar with the data, and doing some mock analysis to understand how 
the coding scheme worked. This was particularly useful for gauging how 
understandable and useful the coding scheme was before the co-coder began 
independent analysis. After an agreed amount of time to conduct the analysis (19 
days), another meeting was conducted to compare the two analyses. It was found that 
there was little difference between the two analyses with only minor changes being 
made. This result suggests that the thematic analysis of the teachers’ talk was reliable 
and any reasoned conclusions arising from the analysis of these themes, is valid.  
Figure 4.2 summarises the main themes and categories from the analysis of the 
classroom talk following the co-coding analysis.  
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Figure 4.2. Themes and categories from the analysis of the classroom talk. 
 
Overall, the content analysis of the teachers’ talk provided an invaluable 
starting point for exploring the data and gave indications of when and for what 
purpose Bislama was used. As such, this analysis enabled me to then closely align 
these themes – or more specifically, align particular excerpts (often whole topically 
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related sets) within the transcripts – theoretically with scaffolding theory, namely the 
‘Language Scaffolding Tools for Vocabulary Teaching’. This was important to 
understand more clearly how the teachers were using Bislama to mediate the 
children’s learning; thus enabling opportunity to explore the second research sub-
question. Therefore, this alignment helped to identify particular excerpts within the 
transcripts which stood out as notable examples of the teachers’ use of language 
scaffolding tools, and as a result, warranted a deeper discourse analysis.  
The method of discourse analysis used in the analysis of particular excerpts 
followed and adapted Mercer’s (2004) methodology of Sociocultural Discourse 
Analysis. This methodology was followed in terms of its theoretical foundation in 
sociocultural theory, and its focus on “language as a… tool for teaching-and-
learning, constructing knowledge, creating joint understanding and tackling problems 
collaboratively” (Mercer, 2004, p.137). Additionally, this methodology of discourse 
analysis also focuses on: (1) the lexical content of the speakers since “word choices 
and cohesive patterning can represent ways that knowledge is being jointly 
constructed” (Mercer, 2004, p.141); (2) considers the social and cultural context and 
historical aspects surrounding the talk; and (3) enables the “processes of 
communication to be related to thinking processes and to learning outcomes” 
(Mercer, 2004, p.166). As such, this focal approach to discourse analysis enabled me 
to explore the teachers’ use of Bislama from a sociocultural perspective that not only 
examined the talk itself, but the outcome of that talk, namely, its influence on the 
learning of vocabulary. Consequently, I adapted Mercer’s (2004) methodology and 
used the ‘Language Scaffolding Tools for Vocabulary Teaching’ (Table 3.2, Chapter 
3) as a theoretical model, instead of Mercer’s (2004) three archetypical forms of talk: 
Disputational, Cumulative and Exploratory (see Mercer, 2004, p.146), since an 
important focus of this study is the teachers’ use of Bislama while teaching 
vocabulary. Thus the ‘Language Scaffolding Tools for Vocabulary Teaching’ proved 
a useful frame of reference for this method of discourse analysis since this model 
incorporates most of Mercer’s (2004) identified teaching techniques, namely: 
elicitation, responding, and the use of ‘we statements’ and recapping. As Mercer 
(2004) states, a particular research methodology is only beneficial in as far as it 
serves the investigative focus of the researcher.  
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 To this end, the sociocultural discourse analysis of the excerpts began with 
listening again to the audio recordings of the classroom interaction and reviewing the 
field notes in order to review the finer details that are difficult to record in the 
transcripts, such as the overall mood of the classroom, the teacher’s tone of voice, 
and the enthusiasm or restlessness of the children. This was important to gain a 
clearer sense and understanding of the nature of the social interaction. The excerpts 
were then examined line-by-line, sometimes word-by-word, depending on the nature 
of the talk, in order to explore more deeply how each teacher was teaching 
vocabulary and why they were using Bislama. Thus, a number of questions were 
asked of the text which went beyond a simple enquiry of why the teachers were using 
Bislama and what were they doing specifically. This was done to explore 
theoretically how Bislama may have been used to mediate vocabulary learning 
explicitly and implicitly. These questions included: 
• What utterances in the teachers’ talk suggest an explicit use of Bislama in 
order to construct vocabulary meaning and mediate the children’s 
understanding of the new vocabulary? When does this occur in the 
teacher’s talk? 
• What utterances in the teachers’ talk suggest an implicit use of Bislama for 
mediating the children’s understanding of new English vocabulary? When 
does this occur in the teacher’s talk? 
Overall therefore, Mercer’s (2004) sociocultural discourse analysis method 
served my purpose of analysing the classroom observations from a theoretical 
perspective which allowed me to explore the teachers’ use of Bislama from the 
position of learning as a mediated process that is situated in social practice.  
4.4.2 Analysis of the writing samples  
In order to investigate the third research sub-question, from the large quantity 
of writing samples collected, I first selected 24 samples for analysis according to the 
following criteria: 
• The writing was evidently the children’s own work, i.e. not copied from 
the textbook, the blackboard, or another young learner. 
• The writing was not part of a grammar exercise, had complete sentences, 
and a central topic or context related to the unit in their textbook.  
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• The writing was the children’s first draft, i.e. it had not been edited after 
their teacher had marked it. 
• The writing included new vocabulary that had been explicitly taught in the 
classroom and/or: 
• The writing contained indications of influence from Bislama. 
Once the writing samples had been identified as valid samples for the focus of 
this study, they were analysed in a table with columns examining a number of 
different points, namely: 
• Indications of influence from the teachers’ use of Bislama in the 
classroom. 
• Indications of the level and depth of word knowledge, examining form, 
meaning and use of new vocabulary taught in class (if applicable), based 
on the Word Knowledge Framework (Chapter 2, Table 2.3). 
• A categorization of errors (if applicable), along with notes regarding the 
most likely underlying cause of the error, adapted from the work of 
Ringbom (2001, p.61; 2006, p.42) and Gabrys-Barker (2006, p.156). These 
categories included the following: 
B Borrowing (Bislama words, e.g. ‘rop’; which may also appear as TL words, e.g. truck) 
FC False cognate (e.g. ‘swim’ instead of ‘wash’) 
H Hybrid or blend of form or meaning (coinage; e.g. wokking) 
Bsp Bislama spelling conventions applied (e.g. smok) 
Ph Phonological confusion (e.g. ‘went’ instead of ‘when’) 
 
• Notes regarding any evidence of affordances of Bislama (e.g. cognates). 
• Notes regarding how Bislama might be mediating learning through its 
form or meaning. 
• Comments about the writing sample overall.  
For reasons of space and in keeping with the focus of the study and the third 
research sub-question, it was not possible to analyze every word or error in each of 
the samples. Therefore, only new vocabulary that directly correlated with the 
teachers’ use of Bislama in the classroom when teaching this vocabulary, and other 
vocabulary indicating notable Bislama influence was highlighted for analysis. Table 
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 4.6 provides an overview of the 24 writing samples selected for analysis, and 
summarizes which samples show indications of influence from the teachers’ talk, and 
which show indications of other Bislama influence. This analysis process helped 
therefore to identify particular noteworthy indications of Bislama influence and 
assisted in selecting writing samples for discussion in this study. Additionally, for the 
writing samples that did not show any direct correlation to the teachers’ talk, this 
analysis also assisted in theoretically aligning the writing samples with the two main 
types of lexical transfer, namely formal lexical transfer and semantic lexical transfer.  
Table 4.6 
Summary of writing samples selected for analysis 
Grade Name of child Genre Writing task 
Indications of 
influence from the 
teachers’ use of 
Bislama  
Indications of 
other Bislama 
influence  
G3  
  
Gretel Recount 
  
Fairness ✓ ✓ 
Visit to a Volcano  ✓ 
Jerald Fairness  ✓ 
Jason Visit to a Volcano  ✓ 
Children’s Experience  ✓ 
Louise Visit to a Volcano  ✓ 
Children’s Experience  ✓ 
Penny Fairness  ✓ 
Children’s Experience  ✓ 
Sweba Visit to a Volcano ✓  
Children’s Experience  ✓ 
G5  
 
Cadie Narrative 
 
Who Caught Whom  ✓ 
The Wrong Food ✓  
Valeny Who Caught Whom  ✓ 
Tabitha Who Caught Whom  ✓ 
Letter Letter to Stephen  ✓ 
G6 
  
Clarissa Narrative 
 
The Wrong Food ✓ ✓ 
Sally Wano’s Shark  ✓ 
Who Caught Whom  ✓ 
Madeline Who Caught Whom  ✓ 
The Wrong Food ✓  
Valentina Who Caught Whom  ✓ 
The Wrong Food ✓  
Letter Letter to Stephen  ✓ 
 
146 Chapter 4: Methodology 
  
4.4.3 Analysis of interviews  
The audio recordings of the interviews were transcribed using the same 
transcription conventions outlined earlier. In terms of maintaining validity, reliability 
and credibility of the post-observation interview transcripts, these were member 
checked (Simons, 2009) with the principal and the teachers at Tepa Primary School; 
it was not possible to do this with the children, given their limited literacy skills. 
Although member checking had to be completed by mail, I was able to talk to the 
principal of the school by telephone to check that these had not only been received, 
but that each teacher was satisfied that the transcripts were accurate and they (the 
teachers) had not been misrepresented as far as could be determined (Creswell, 
2012).  
These transcripts were then analysed using the principles of the ‘constant 
comparative method’ outlined by Merriam (2009), although the purpose was not to 
develop a grounded theory. As Merriam (2009) affirms, since the very nature of the 
constant comparative data analysis method is at its core comparative and inductive, 
previous qualitative research has shown that it can be used effectively without 
building a grounded theory. Therefore, this systematic constant comparative method 
of analysis enabled me to begin with a process of ‘discovery’, before becoming a 
process of ‘verification’ which then went through a process of ‘testing’ and 
‘confirmation’ when saturation point was reached (Merriam, 2009).   
To this end, I began the analysis of the interview data using NVivo, by noting 
the main points that arose from the data, resulting in descriptive ‘open codings’. 
Then, these ‘open codings’ were compared and combined into initial categories as 
themes emerged in the data (Merriam, 2009; Richards, 2005). At this point the 
naming of these initial categories became important, to accurately portray what was 
emerging from the data since these answered the research questions (Merriam, 2009). 
As each transcript was thus coded, these initial categories were compared across each 
transcript and merged into a master list of categories with further refinements and 
revisions made. With a working master list of categories, I then went through each 
interview transcript again, and ‘fleshed out’ each category by assigning more or 
better relevant units of data. During this process, I was mindful that each category 
had to be both exhaustive in that all the identified relevant data needed to find a 
‘place’, and mutually exclusive in that each unit of data could only be assigned to 
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 one category only; if data could be placed in more than one category, then more 
work needed to be done to refine the categories further (Merriam, 2009).  
Saturation point occurred when no new understandings or insights emerged 
from the data, and the inductive construction of categories made a subtle shift 
towards a deductive approach where the categories were ‘tested’ by the data 
(Merriam, 2009). At this point, being a little frustrated with the limitations of NVivo 
in regard to ‘seeing’ the data, I then tabulated each interview transcript in separate 
Word documents with one column for the transcript and another column for the 
categories. A sample of this can be found in Table 4.7. This worked particularly well 
for the interview transcripts with the children, enabling me to read the transcripts in 
context (given the different interview activities), while still seeing how each part had 
been coded. As a result of tabulating the interview transcripts in this way, I was able 
to deductively test the categories and if necessary, make any minor and final 
adjustments. A summary of these categories and themes can be found in Figure 4.3.  
Table 4.7 
Example of transcription from the interview with Casey and the tabulations of categories 
Interview Data Category and sub-category 
147. I –…I’ve heard some people say here that 
‘Bislama ruins your English’, and you said 
that just before 
148. T – Yes  
149. I – So what's your opinion? Do you share 
that opinion that Bislama ruins English? 
150. T – Yes, yes 
151. I – Yes? 
152. T – It, it ruins English, especially when we 
talk about writing, 
Negative influence of Bislama on English 
language learning  
 English language writing  
 
153. but if we’re talking about vocabs, I think it 
helps 
154. I – OK 
155. T – Yes 
156. I - So it helps with vocabulary? 
157. T – Yes 
Positive influence of Bislama on English 
language learning  
 To build understanding of new English 
vocabulary 
158. I – But not with writing? 
159. T – But not with writing 
Negative influence of Bislama on English 
language learning  
 English language writing  
 
Key: 
I – Interviewer 
T – Teacher  
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Figure 4.3. Themes and categories from the analysis of the interviews. 
Interview 
Data 
Bislama 
Positive influence of 
Bislama on ELL 
Negative influence 
of Bislama on ELL 
Issues regarding the 
use of Bislama in 
the EFL classroom 
Similarities & 
differnces between 
Bislama & English 
Cultural identity & 
value of Bislama in 
Vanuatu society 
'A way forward' for 
ELT in Vanuatu 
primary classrooms 
English 
Issues regarding 
English education & 
language use 
Students' English 
vocabulary learning 
Language 
Policy 
Agreeing with the 
language policy 
Disagreeing with the 
language policy 
Following the 
language policy 
Teacher's beliefs 
regarding the 
language policy 
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 In the same manner as the analysis of the teachers’ talk in the classroom 
observations, 32% of the interview data was co-coded by the same independent third 
party, in order to verify the findings and maintain reliability of the data. As was the 
case with the classroom observation data, the co-coding analysis results revealed that 
there was little difference between the two analyses with only minor changes being 
made. This result suggests that the analysis of the interviews was reliable and any 
reasoned conclusions arising from the analysis of these themes, is valid.   
 Beyond this analysis whereby major themes had emerged, the next important 
step was to theorize these findings to connect the categories together in a meaningful 
way (Merriam, 2009). It was here that Wertsch’s (2007) notion of implicit and 
explicit mediation and Gibson’s theory of affordances (1977; 1986), particularly 
surrounding notions of perception, assisted with making meaningful connections 
between the interview data, the classroom observations and the children’s writing 
samples. This was important in order to gain a deeper and more holistic 
understanding of the influences of Bislama on the young learners’ lexical choices in 
their writing, from the teachers’, principal’s and children’s perspectives. Therefore, 
while this process of coding the interview data identified a number of themes that 
went beyond the scope of this study, this coding process was a useful reference point 
for aligning particular excerpts of the interview data with excerpts from the teachers’ 
talk and the writing samples. This was done by aligning how the teachers used 
Bislama in the classroom observation transcripts with the reasons they gave for using 
Bislama, or their opinions about Bislama, in the post-observation interviews. 
4.5 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS  
In the process of pursuing an in-depth study and description of the 
phenomenon being researched, particular ethical considerations needed to be 
acknowledged. This was important to not only protect the participants of the study 
from being harmed in anyway during the research process (especially given that most 
of the participants were children), but to also ensure the validity and reliability of the 
research itself (Creswell, 2012; Merriam, 2009; Simons, 2009).  
To this end, in line with ethical protocol, ethical clearance for this study was 
granted by the Queensland University of Technology (QUT) Research Ethics 
Committee. Following this, written consent was sought from the school principal, the 
150 Chapter 4: Methodology 
  
G3 and G5/6 teachers, the child participants, their parents or guardians and the 
bilingual Bislama/English translators. These consent forms were carefully worded in 
English for each participant group in order to maximise clarity and understanding. 
These were then translated into Bislama; both English and the Bislama translations 
were included on each form. An example of one of these forms appears in Appendix 
H. Verbal consent was also sought from the community’s village chief. This was 
very important from a cultural perspective to inform him of the research project and 
my purpose for being in his community. This conversation was conducted entirely in 
Bislama at his home. The following day he called together a meeting with his whole 
community informing them of what I would be doing there. This contributed greatly 
to developing good relations with the community members. 
Although this study was considered low risk to the participants and the 
researcher, a number of ethical issues were addressed. Firstly, great care was taken to 
not only protect the anonymity of the school and its participants, but of the island 
itself since disclosing the name of the island could potentially lead to the identities of 
the school and the participants. While protecting the anonymity of the school and its 
participants was a policy of the QUT Research Ethics Committee, the participants 
expressed verbal appreciation for this, partly due to the sensitive nature of the topic 
set in the context of a changing government education language policy, As Merriam 
(2009) outlines, ethical issues become more prominent when the research has a 
political nature. Therefore pseudonyms were used for the island, the school and all 
the participants. To further protect the Ni-Vanuatu teachers, gender-neutral names 
were deliberately chosen and accordingly, personal pronouns have not been used 
throughout the discussion of the findings and the implications. Simons (2009) 
supports a move to complete anonymity on the grounds that, even if the principal of 
the school was happy for the school to be named (which in this case would mean the 
island could be named also), this may make it difficult for staff who would otherwise 
prefer to remain anonymous and the teachers themselves might feel restricted in what 
they share. Moreover, Simons (2009) points out that as researchers, we have no 
control over how the readers of our written reports will respond; they might be 
insensitive, biased or make an unfair judgment, thus anonymity effectively protects 
the participants of the study from any possible negative back-wash.  
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 Secondly, ethical issues arise regarding what the participants are told about the 
purpose of the research. As Creswell (2012) points out, deception must be avoided, 
so the participants need to be aware of the general aims of the research. However, the 
specific objectives of this research study could not be outlined to the participants at 
the risk of influencing the teachers’ talk and behaviour in the classroom, their use of 
the Bislama and the teaching of vocabulary, along with the children’s’ written work. 
Thus, a fine balancing act was necessary between openly and honestly informing the 
participants of the study’s purpose, while protecting the desired natural setting of the 
case study. In view of this, the written consent forms and information about the study 
were carefully worded so as not to deceive, yet protect the data from being fabricated 
or biased. Similarly, this precept was maintained throughout the whole research 
process, being careful about what I discussed with others while at the research site, 
and not discussing the research study at all with others outside of the research site. 
This need for confidentiality (as stipulated by QUT’s Research Ethics Committee) 
also extended to the translators I used. Nevertheless, although Merriam (2009, p.233) 
points out that protecting participants’ identities when in the field is challenging, I 
was able to retain the anonymity of the participants as much as possible, even at the 
local level and not disclose any details of my research progress or findings.  
Thirdly, other related ethical issues surround the participants themselves. 
Given the sensitive nature of the topic, it was important to be aware of any anxiety, 
mild stress or loss of self-confidence among the children and their teachers while 
being observed or interviewed (Merriam, 2009; Murphy & Dingwall, 2001). My 
written accounts of the data may also have caused concern and some discomfort. I 
therefore gave the participants continued opportunities while collecting the data to 
discuss their feelings, reactions, understandings and opinions about the project. They 
were also informed that participation in the project was voluntary, and they were free 
to withdraw from the project at any time without penalty. To this end, given the 
limitations of communication from Australia, a short trip to Menua Lava in March 
2013 was made in order to provide opportunity to personally outline a strict code of 
ethics, and so negotiate the research process with the school principal and teachers.  
However, while such guidelines were in place to ensure the protection of the 
participants, ethical considerations were intrinsically bound to the integrity with 
which this research study was conducted, specifically regarding the personal manner, 
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attitudes, sensitivity, values and methodological competence I employed while 
collecting the data, particularly given that I was a non-indigenous researcher 
(Merriam, 2009). Since I was initially invited to Vanuatu in 2009, subsequent 
invitations have resulted in frequent visits working with numerous teachers and 
education officials in various urban and rural locations, resulting in me becoming 
more familiar with Ni-Vanuatu customs and their culture, enabling me to take an 
emic perspective. However, prior to this research project, I had not visited Tepa 
Primary School, resulting in my presence at the school and in their local community 
being very new and unfamiliar to the teachers and children. Additionally, it was 
important to demonstrate respectfulness at all times, to disturb the site as little as 
possible, or not take away any unnecessary amount of teacher or instructional time 
(Creswell, 2012; Merriam, 2009). Therefore with my developing knowledge of 
Vanuatu culture, it was imperative for me to be very self-aware, observing myself as 
much as the participants in the research study. This is something that Pillow (2003; 
2010) refers to as ‘self-reflexivity’, as she explains, 
Self-reflexivity acknowledges the researcher’s role(s) in the construction of 
the research problem, the research setting, and research findings, and 
highlights the importance of the researcher becoming consciously aware of 
these factors and thinking through the implications of these factors for 
her/his research (Pillow, 2003, p.179). 
Additionally, Formosinho and Araújo (2006) define reflexivity as opening “a 
deeper consciousness of… self as a mode of self-analysis and it is achieved through 
detachment, internal dialogue and daily scrutiny of the research process”. Therefore, 
as a non-indigenous researcher in rural Vanuatu, self-reflexivity – the daily, or 
moment-by-moment practice of self-analysis – was a key consideration in the whole 
research process, particularly when collecting and interpreting the data, and in how 
the findings or conclusions have been constructed. As Smith (1999) argues from the 
perspective of an indigenous researcher, “it galls us that Western researchers and 
intellectuals can assume to know all that it is possible to know of us, on the basis of 
their brief encounters with some of us” (p.1). Therefore, working with indigenous 
teachers and children, demands a culturally reflexive and sensitive approach when 
collecting and analysing data (Pillow, 2003; Smith, 1999). 
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 To this end, self-reflexive notes detailing “thoughts, emotions, questions and 
notes to self” (Pillow, 2010, p.276) were recorded not only in the field notes 
accompanying the audio recordings of the classroom observations, but also in a daily 
research journal. Taking such a reflexive approach has potential consequences for the 
validity of research, since, as Pillow (2003) points out, it allows the researcher to 
problematize the research process, asking questions and deconstructing that process. 
This became particularly fundamental while collecting the data as I continuously 
examined my ‘researcher presence’ and my position as a researcher from a social and 
cultural perspective. As Davies (1999) contends, “the products of research are 
affected by the personnel and process of doing research” (p.4).  With the remoteness 
of Menua Lava not attracting many Australian visitors, my very presence as a 
‘waetman’ [white woman] at the school and in the classrooms was very different to 
what the teachers and the children were used to. Indeed, on the first day of data 
collection, I became the centre of attention at the school and it was not until week 
three of the classroom observations that the children stopped turning around to stare 
at me and smile while doing their work in their classrooms. Therefore, in order to 
minimize my obvious ‘waetman’ researcher presence in their environment, I put a 
number of strategies in place in order to increase the level of validity and reliability 
of the data collected.  
Firstly, in terms of my presence at the school, I made the habit of arriving at 
school early each morning to talk to the children in small groups and get to know 
them in the open area in front of their classrooms. At these times, I spoke in Bislama 
as much as possible, because as Schneider (2011, p.190) claims, a researcher in the 
field can gain “greater social integration and respect” when they can speak the local 
language. In addition, I allowed them to play with my hair, touch my clothes and 
hold my hand. This was important for building rapport with the children and for them 
to realize that even though I had much lighter coloured skin and straight hair, I was 
in every way just like them. Likewise, on the long walk to school each morning, I 
would frequently be accompanied by some of the children from Tepa Primary 
School. These opportunities were especially valuable to build rapport with the 
children and for them to get to know me outside of school.  
Secondly, I regularly attended and contributed in a minor way to the school’s 
weekly assembly each Monday morning. This was a great opportunity for the 
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children to openly stare at me as I stood in front of them with the other teachers, sing 
with them and do any of the actions that went with the songs, along with greeting 
them as the other teachers did. It was not long before the children stopped staring, 
indicating that I had started to become ‘part of the furniture’ and was blending into 
the school culture.  
Thirdly, it was important to minimize my ‘waetman’ identity by being 
inconspicuous with how I discreetly used my iPad and other recording equipment 
necessary for data collection during the classroom observations. Although my iPad 
was a particular focus of interest in the beginning, I found that taking photographs of 
the children18 with my iPad and showing them the pictures helped them become 
more familiar with this device so it was less ‘extraordinary’. As the first few weeks 
went by, the children showed less interest in the iPad, indicating how it, like me, had 
simply been accepted as ‘part of the furniture’.  
Furthermore, on a social, cultural and emic perspective as a non-indigenous 
researcher, it was important that I was very sensitive to the Ni-Vanuatu lifestyle and 
culture, particularly in the way I dressed. As Pillow (2003) points out, an important 
consideration of self-reflexivity is to develop “reciprocity with research subjects – 
hearing, listening, and equalizing the relationship – doing research ‘with’ instead of 
‘on’” (p.179). Thus, one visible way in which I was able to ‘equalize the 
relationships’ with the research participants, was to conform to the Ni-Vanuatu dress 
code of many older Ni-Vanuatu female teachers19. This was especially important for 
building trust and gaining the respect of not only the teachers and children, but also 
the village chiefs and members of the communities in and around the school grounds. 
As Hill and May (2013) assert, establishing and cultivating trusting relationships is 
particularly significant for non-indigenous researchers throughout the research 
process. Thus from an emic perspective, I was able to blend into their culture more 
easily by decreasing my ‘waetman’ appearance, and so increase my opportunity of 
being accepted by the school and nearby village communities as someone who 
respects their lifestyle. This was evidenced by the degree of personal support I 
received for this study from the village chief, people in the surrounding communities, 
18 These photographs were for personal use only and not part of the data collection. Many of these 
photographs were later destroyed. 
19 Generally in rural Vanuatu, older women do not wear trousers, shorts or tight fitting clothes. Hence, 
I only wore plain skirts below the knee, and loose fitting cotton shirts.  
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 the parents, and the teachers during the data collection process; for example, their 
continual friendliness and warmth throughout my time on Menua Lava and 
spontaneous gifts of food.  
Finally, another way of building a reciprocal relationship was to consider the 
social impact I personally made in the school and surrounding communities. As 
Cram (1997) asserts, trust can be gained through the researcher’s own conduct and 
behaviour. Previous experience in Vanuatu has revealed that the best relationships 
where cultural boundaries have been minimized, have been where I have not been 
reserved, shy or aloof with Ni-Vanuatu, but rather maintain a bright, happy, positive, 
and friendly demeanour. Hence, as part of maintaining a high degree of 
professionalism as a researcher, I aimed to maintain this demeanour regardless of 
how I was feeling personally. As Morrison (2013) points out, research is more 
successful when researchers can sustain a warm, friendly, good natured, and smiling 
manner, particularly with children. Additionally, eating their food with them, 
welcoming community members into my place of residence, reciprocal food sharing, 
and attending a mourning ceremony following the death of a community member, all 
contributed towards being accepted in their community. Again, this was evidenced in 
the personal support I received for this study from the school, the participants and the 
neighbouring communities as they anticipated the results of the study to benefit 
children’s education.  
4.6 CONCLUSION  
This chapter has outlined the research design of the study, provided 
information about the research site, participants, the language curriculum and the 
textbooks used in the classroom observations. It also described the methods of data 
collection and analysis, while taking into consideration how validity and reliability of 
the analysis was maintained. Finally, important ethical considerations were also 
delineated along with my position as a non-indigenous researcher. Given the 
complexity of the language situation in Vanuatu, particularly within education, 
empirical data collected from a variety of perspectives was needed in order to 
explore these issues in depth through a sociocultural lens. Additionally, various 
analytical tools helped to ensure valid and reliable data was collected and analysed 
with the necessary rigor in order to present findings and offer insights to further 
English vocabulary teaching and writing in rural Vanuatu contexts. This research 
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design offers therefore a reliable framework for exploring the influences of Bislama 
on the lexical choices in the writing of young learners in rural Vanuatu, despite the 
limitations of a case study. I turn now to discuss the findings from the analysis of the 
data, beginning with the teachers’ use of Bislama in Chapter 5, and moving to the 
children's writing samples in Chapter 6. These findings are then summarised in 
Chapter 7 before presenting the contributions of this study.  
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Chapter 5: Exploring the Teachers’ Use of 
Bislama When Teaching English 
Vocabulary  
The purpose of this chapter is to explore the Ni-Vanuatu teachers’ use of 
Bislama while teaching vocabulary, how this use of Bislama mediates the children’s 
vocabulary learning, and to what extent this mediation is evident in the children’s 
writing samples. The research questions that guided this analysis are as follows:  
What influences of Bislama are evident in young learners’ lexical choices in 
their written English in a rural Vanuatu primary classroom? 
i. When, how often and for what purpose do the Ni-Vanuatu primary teachers use 
Bislama while teaching English vocabulary?  
ii. How do the Ni-Vanuatu primary teachers use Bislama as a scaffolding tool for 
mediating English vocabulary learning?  
iii. To what extent are the teachers’ use of Bislama and the influences of Bislama 
more generally evident in the young learners’ lexical choices in their written 
English?  
The data analysis and discussion – incorporating the classroom observations, 
post-observations interviews with the teachers and children, along with selected 
writing samples – is organized according to the main categories of language 
scaffolding tools for teaching vocabulary, as outlined in Chapter 3, namely: (1) 
Incorporating Dialogic Co-construction: engaging the learners, teacher’s responses 
to learners’ contributions and collaborating towards the same goal; (2) Structuring 
Vocabulary Pedagogy which includes modelling, contextualizing words or phrases, 
simplifying word meaning through translations, definitions and explanations, 
marking significant vocabulary features, maintaining direction of the lesson and 
managing learning; and (3) Transferring Responsibility which concerns adjusting the 
amount of assistance and promoting independence and self regulation. The use of the 
term language scaffolding ‘tools’ here, embraces the co-constitutive relationship 
between the use of Bislama as a cultural mediating tool and social interaction for 
scaffolding the meaning of new vocabulary (Kozulin, 2003). As Lantolf and Appel 
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 (1994) argue “tools are used to accomplish something, to aid in solving problems 
that cannot be solved in the same way in their absence” (p.7-8). These language 
scaffolding tools therefore have a specific purpose and serve as the theoretical 
foundation for conceptualizing and exploring the teachers’ use of Bislama as a 
linguistic resource for helping mediate their learners’ understanding of new English 
vocabulary. If the zone of proximal development (ZPD) is understood as a 
construction zone of situated learning (Smagorinsky, 2011), then using the language 
scaffolding tools as the organizing principle allows an exploration of how 
mediational tools, in this case Bislama, are being applied within collaborated social 
interaction. Thus, the language scaffolding tools offer a framework whereby the 
purpose for which Bislama is being used, and when within the interactions, can be 
examined within the broader situational and cultural context of remote Vanuatu.  
Therefore in this chapter, I first explore how the teachers used Bislama to 
incorporate dialogic co-construction with their learners in terms of engaging and 
responding to them for the purpose of building meaning of new English vocabulary. 
Secondly, I examine how the teachers use Bislama for structuring their vocabulary 
pedagogy, in terms of disciplining, and building understanding of new vocabulary, 
along with exploring indications of influence from this talk in the children’s writing 
samples. Finally, I consider the teachers’ use of Bislama for transferring 
responsibility of learning to the children, in how they promote independence and 
self-regulation.  
5.1 INCORPORATING DIALOGIC CO-CONSTRUCTION  
The concept of dialogic co-construction is fundamental to the analysis of the 
data because the process of communicating or building word meaning and how this 
can be scaffolded through the use of mediating artefacts plays an important role 
within the cumulative process of vocabulary learning (Nation, 2001). According to 
Wells (1999a), classroom spoken discourse provides a framework for scaffolding and 
thus incorporates dialogic co-construction between teachers and learners which 
includes teachers’ active engagement of learners through initiation, elicitation, 
questioning and responding (Wells, 1999b). However, Wells (1999b) takes this a 
step further and argues that when teachers extend interchanges that evaluate learners’ 
responses to the elicitation of explanations, opinions and justifications from the 
learners, a “dialogic co-construction of meaning” (p.145) develops where both 
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teachers and learners actively participate in the classroom discourse towards a 
common goal. I turn now to discuss specifically the use of questions for actively 
engaging the young learners in more detail, examining examples from each of the 
classes. 
5.1.1 Using Bislama for engaging young learners  
The practice of engaging learners, that is, actively gaining their attention using 
elicitation and questioning techniques, is a key component of scaffolding. Indeed, in 
the work of Berk and Winsler (1995), Tharp and Gallimore (1988), Van de Pol 
(2010), Wood et al. (1976), and Vygotsky (1962, 1994), the concept of engagement 
is seen as a significant component of facilitating learning. As Wood et al. (1976) 
explain, ‘recruitment’ is the “tutor’s first and obvious task” (p.98) with Berk and 
Winsler (1995) concurring that learner engagement should be “interesting and 
culturally meaningful” (p.27). Indeed, in terms of vocabulary learning, the meaning 
of new vocabulary is better remembered when teachers can engage their learners, 
hold their attention and motivate them to contribute in some way (Nation, 1990; 
Thornbury, 2002).  
The data analysis from both classes indicates that each teacher used Bislama to 
frequently engage their learners by using two types of questioning techniques, to 
both gauge their learners’ existing knowledge, and to assist learners’ cognition and 
understanding of the new vocabulary (Tharp & Gallimore, 1988). Two notable 
examples from both the Grade 3 and Grade 5/6 classes are analysed and discussed 
here, chosen for their representations of how each teacher uses questions as a central 
pedagogical scaffolding device. Additionally, these excerpts indicate how the 
teachers appeared to use Bislama as a linguistic tool, not only for engaging their 
learners and scaffolding the class discussion, but also for building meaning of the 
target vocabulary. I present first here, an example excerpt from the Grade 5/6 class, 
followed by the Grade 3 class. 
5.1.1.1 Grade 5/6 Class: ‘Environment’  
The first example comes from Casey, the Grade 5/6 teacher when beginning a 
new unit on the topic of environment. Here, Casey engages the learners in a series of 
questions to elicit the meaning of the word ‘environment’. (As noted previously in 
Chapter 4, in the excerpts discussed in this chapter and the next, Bislama is written in 
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 bold with an English gloss provided in italics in brackets. Numbers in brackets 
denote time in seconds, capital letters refer to inaudible actions, and (xxx) signifies 
inaudible talk.) 
Excerpt 5.1. Grade 5/6. Week 7: Eliciting the meaning of the word ‘Environment’. 
Line Speaker  
1 T Environment i minin wanem? (What does it mean?) (2.5) Who can give us 
2  the meaning of environment? When we talk about environmental study, we 
3  are studying about what? (4.0) Every afternoon we yumi kam se aftanun  
4  (when we come in the afternoon) environmental study, environmental study, 
5  what are we studying when we talk about the environment? (5.0) Valeny? 
6  Taem lo aftanun yumi kam lo stadi, yumi stadi about wanem? 
7  (When we come to study in the afternoon, what are we studying about?) (2.5) 
8  What are we studying about? (4.0) Laura? (1.5) We study about? (2.0) 
9 Laura Agriculture 
10 T Agriculture (1.5) Yes? Taem mi stap tok (When I am talking) about 
11  agriculture what are we studying? Taem mi (xxx) se yumi mekem, 
12  agriculture bae yumi stadi, bae yumi, bae yumi lanem wanem? 
13  (When I (xxx) that we do agriculture, we will, we will, we will learn what?) (1.0) 
14 C1 Plants 
15 T We ta- we’re looking at plants, good, very good (2.0) What else do we study 
16  about? (1.5)  
17 C2 Sea 
18 T The sea (1.0) Things that live in the sea (1.5) Madeline? 
19 Madeline Things that live in the bush 
20 T Things that live in the bush, good. In front here, she is speaking [TEACHER  
21  MOTIONS TO A LEARNER] (1.5) What else? 
22 C3 We learn food 
23 T We study about food (3.5) Many things ah? 
24 C’ren Yes 
 
A number of notable features of Casey’s classroom talk can be seen from this 
excerpt. To begin, Casey commences this vocabulary lesson by immediately asking a 
question in Bislama which requires a definition of the word ‘environment’ and thus 
assesses the children’s prior knowledge. Hence, Bislama appears to be used here as a 
way of immediately engaging the learners and thus, explicitly facilitating the 
discussion. However, after pausing for 2.5 seconds (line 1), no-one answers, and 
Casey translates the question into English. Again after no response, a slightly 
different question is asked which both contextualizes the use of the word 
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‘environment’ within their classroom timetable, and personalizes the question to 
include both the teacher and the learners with the word ‘we’ used twice (lines 2-3). 
Nevertheless, after a longer pause of 4 seconds there is still no answer, so Casey this 
time rephrases the question, switches into Bislama momentarily to contextualize the 
word ‘environment’ further by adding a timeframe, ‘afternoon’, then finishes the 
question in English (lines 3-5). However, despite contextualizing and personalizing 
the question to scaffold the learners’ understanding, another 5 seconds pass before 
Casey nominates an answer from a particular learner, Valeny who does not volunteer 
a response (line 5).  
In these first few lines of the excerpt, it appears here that while Casey appears 
to be using Bislama to engage the children for the purpose of eliciting vocabulary 
meaning, the use of English is maximized. This indicates how Casey seeks to achieve 
a development of understanding of new vocabulary using English first, yet sees a 
need to momentarily use Bislama. Indeed this aligns with the new language policy 
which states, “teachers must teach in either French or English in all schools” 
(Ministry of Education and Training (MOET), 2012, Article 2.1a), and also, “use 
Bislama… to assist children to understand concepts” (MOET, 2012, Article 2.1c). 
Casey’s attempts to contextualize and personalize the questions in English to further 
scaffold the discussion and build understanding as a way of making the discussion 
more accessible, seem to support an attempt to implement the use of English as the 
dominant language of instruction. Furthermore, in the post-observation interview, 
Casey stated that the current language policy was beneficial in terms of how it 
offered the young learners opportunity to maximize their use of English in the 
classroom. In support of this view, Casey was often observed asking the children to 
recite the classroom rules on the back of the door which included, “When you are in 
the classroom… remember, speak English”. What we are beginning to see therefore 
is how Casey is only switching momentarily into Bislama in order to initially engage 
the children. 
Despite the lack of response from the children, Casey appears undeterred and 
continues to use questions as a central pedagogical scaffolding device, along with 
using Bislama momentarily as a linguistic resource to engage the children and 
facilitate discussion, in the effort to build meaning of the word ‘environment’. 
Following the continued silence from the children, Casey changes tack and translates 
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understanding, into Bislama (line 6). However, there is still no response, despite 
Casey scaffolding the question in the effort to simplify the task and engage the 
children in a meaningful way. Casey then repeats the last part of the question again 
in English, and after another longer pause of 4 seconds, elicits an answer from a 
different learner, Laura who doesn't answer immediately. Casey then briefly repeats 
the main point of the original question (line 8) which is directly addressed to Laura 
who responds with ‘agriculture’ (line 9). Casey repeats this to the class for the whole 
class to hear, and in doing so, gives approval and indirectly praises her for the 
answer. Casey then seeks positive confirmation from the children, perhaps to engage 
them further and draw them into the discussion, thus facilitating them to start being 
more responsive. The word ‘agriculture’ is an associative word that might appear 
within an ‘environment’ lexical set, and Casey then uses this association as a strategy 
to build meaning of the word ‘environment’ by narrowing down the scope of what 
‘environment’ means. As Nation (2001) and Ringbom (1987) point out, knowledge 
of collocations and word associations serve to both build meaning of the target 
vocabulary, and also indicate the depth of word knowledge learners have about 
particular vocabulary. Casey therefore, asks a more specific question utilizing the 
word ‘agriculture’ which further contextualizes and personalizes the meaning of 
‘environment’ within the children’s study of agriculture during the school term. 
Again, like earlier in the excerpt (line 3), Bislama is used momentarily to begin the 
question which is completed in English, in the effort to facilitate the discussion and 
build understanding of the word ‘environment’ (lines 10-11). However, rather than 
engaging in another extended wait time, the question is immediately followed by a 
translation entirely in Bislama, and this time, one of the children provides a response, 
‘plants’ which again is another word associated with ‘environment’. After positively 
affirming the child’s answer, Casey then challenges the children for further 
associative words in English in the effort to build further meaning of ‘environment’, 
repeating the same question, asked previously in both English and Bislama (lines 15-
16).  
The previous translations in Bislama of the questions in English result in 
children responding more freely with their ideas. At this point, Casey keeps the 
momentum going in English. Once the children had started responding with answers 
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to Casey’s questions, Bislama was not used for the remainder of the discussion 
which indicates how Bislama was being used as a linguistic resource initially to 
facilitate the discussion and scaffold the learners’ understanding of ‘environment’. 
As Rodgers and Rodgers (2004) explain, scaffolding is used only when extra support 
or assistance is necessary, and as a temporary process, is removed when no longer 
required. This suggests that Casey’s use of Bislama was effective in helping to make 
the discussion more accessible to the children and engaging them in a collaborative 
way as the assistance was adjusted to keep the children within their ZPD (Berk & 
Winsler, 1995).  
In addition to how Bislama itself was used to scaffold meaning, this excerpt 
demonstrates how the questions, almost half of which were either in Bislama or 
contained Bislama, were applied as a central pedagogical scaffolding device. Firstly, 
Casey continually engaged the children by using questions in the effort to create 
dialogic co-construction, to assist them in discovering vocabulary meaning for 
themselves, rather than providing a definition or translation in either English or 
Bislama. However, while the children did eventually respond, the discourse was not 
essentially dialogic, according to Wells (1999) who points out that dialogic co-
construction extended when learners offer further explanations or opinions. 
Nonetheless, Casey can be seen here working hard to elicit meaning, rather than give 
it, thus enacting Nation’s (1990) advice that vocabulary meaning is best remembered 
when learners are incited to make an effort. As McCormick and Donato (2000) also 
point out, foundational to the concept of scaffolding is learner participation. 
Secondly, Casey was able to build meaning of the word ‘environment’ by 
eliciting associated English nouns (‘plants, sea, things that live in the bush, food’) 
related to the concept of ‘environment’. This suggests that Casey recognized the 
difficulty the children had in giving a definition themselves, and so engaged them 
and elicited other known associated vocabulary, in order to build meaning of the new 
vocabulary. As Nation (2001) asserts, learners’ knowledge of a range of word 
associations assist in building semantic and contextual meaning of the target 
vocabulary. This method of building vocabulary meaning also reflects Cameron’s 
(2001) and Pinter’s (2006) observation that younger learners’ lexical knowledge is 
limited to more concrete contextual associations, rather than linguistic awareness, 
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seen or touched.  
Thirdly, Casey’s questioning technique which often included some code-
switching in Bislama, reveals how different types of questions were asked which 
were often contextualized and personalized to engage the children, and so explicitly 
facilitated not only the discussion, but also mediated the children’s understanding of 
the word ‘environment’. As Tharp and Gallimore (1988) explain, questions that 
gauge learners’ knowledge, as in the case of the very first question asked in the 
excerpt (line 1), are designed to determine a learners’ knowledge or ability without 
assistance. However, the bulk of Casey’s questions fall into the category which 
Tharp and Gallimore (1988) term ‘assistance questions’ which stimulate learners’ 
cognition and understanding, in ways they would not have been able to do alone. 
Thus, as they explain, through the use of ‘assistance questions’, learners can progress 
“from the point of puzzlement… to a level of comprehension that is highly 
sophisticated” (Tharp & Gallimore, 1988, p.62). Indeed, this excerpt demonstrates 
how the children, who were not able to respond at the beginning, revealed their 
growing comprehension of ‘environment’ through their listing of associated words, 
thus providing an insight into the effectiveness of Casey’s ‘assistance questions’. As 
Edwards & Mercer (1987) explain, teachers use questions for initiating the degree of 
attention from the learners, fostering joint activity, and managing and directing 
discussion to prompt cognition for the purpose of building a shared knowledge and 
understanding.  
In summary, this excerpt indicates that Casey uses Bislama as a linguistic 
resource in questions designed not only to engage the children and scaffold the class 
discussion, but also to prompt their thinking for building meaning of the target 
vocabulary, in this case, through the use of associative words. This Bislama use also 
appears to be ephemeral with the bulk of the excerpt being in English, indicating how 
Casey appears to be trying to implement the use of English as the dominant language 
of instruction, yet sees the need to use Bislama to scaffold the children’s vocabulary 
learning at particular times. I turn now to examine how Marley, the Grade 3 teacher, 
also used Bislama in questions to engage the young learners and scaffold their 
understanding of English vocabulary.  
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5.1.1.2 Grade 3 Class: ‘Lava’  
During Marley’s lesson on volcanoes, at the beginning of a new unit in the 
textbook on volcanoes and earthquakes, the meaning for the word ‘lava’ was checked 
in the middle of a general discussion on the physical and destructive nature of 
volcanoes.   
Excerpt 5.2. Grade 3. Week 4: Checking the meaning of ‘lava’. 
Line Speaker  
1 T So do, do you think that volcano is dangerous? 
2 C’ren Yes [SHOUTING] 
3 T Yes ah? OK. Give me one, why the volcano is so dangerous 
4 C’ren Lava! Lava! 
5 T Hah? 
6 C’ren Lava, lava blo hem (its lava) 
7 T What this mean, what this mean by lava? Lava hem i wanem? (What is lava?) 
8 C’ren Water! Hot water, hot water, hot water!  
9 T Hot water ah? Lava can wanem? (what?) 
10 C’ren Run, run, run!  
11 T Can cause a lot of death ah (5.0) 
 
Similar to Excerpt 5.1 from Casey’s grade 5/6 class, this example from the 
Grade 3 classroom reveals a number of interesting features about how Marley 
engages the children and scaffolds their understanding of new English vocabulary. 
Firstly, like Casey, in this excerpt, Marley appears to prefer using English, only 
switching to Bislama briefly during the excerpt. Marley begins by asking the children 
a closed question in English, for the purpose of immediately engaging them by 
eliciting either a yes or no response. In doing so, this question also serves to gauge 
their prior knowledge of volcanoes. The children unanimously shout out the answer 
‘yes’, very loudly, thus indicating not only a degree of understanding about the topic, 
but their enthusiasm for discussing it. Indeed, there are a few active volcanoes in 
Vanuatu, particularly in the area where Menua Lava is situated, resulting in the 
young learners growing up with a degree of prior knowledge and first hand 
experience of living in the vicinity of unpredictable volcanic activity. Thus, from a 
sociocultural theoretical perspective, Tepa Primary School’s unique situational 
context allows for a deeper understanding of the word ‘lava’, and also the concept of 
‘danger’, from an immediate environmental context which can take into 
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(2001) points out, learners use their world knowledge when comprehending word 
meaning.  
Indeed, Marley appears to draw on the children’s prior knowledge of volcanoes 
within their situational context, shown in how the learners are engaged in the class 
discussion. Following the children’s enthusiastic positive response (line 2), Marley 
affirms their answer by repeating it to the class with a question tag (line 3) which 
invites further response and agreement from the children. The use of the question tag 
here suggests that Marley already predicted what their answer would be, but still 
wanted to engage the children for the purpose of prompting them to start thinking 
about the dangers of volcanoes. As Cowey (2007) points out, teachers usually know 
the answers before they ask the questions, indicating teachers’ motives for engaging 
their learners and challenging them beyond their current cognitive level. Marley then 
begins to challenge the children further with another question in English, eliciting 
one example of the dangers of volcanoes (line 3). Again the children respond very 
enthusiastically, shouting out an answer confidently which Marley responds to with 
an expression, ‘hah?’ (line 5) indicating in meaning that the children’s answer was 
not heard clearly, although in truth this was not the case. What appears to be 
happening here therefore is an example of how Marley continues to encourage 
participation from the children, thus initiating and maintaining dialogic collaboration. 
As a result, the children continue to excitedly shout out ‘lava’, but this time, they do 
so with a switch into Bislama (line 6). Up to this point in the excerpt, Marley has 
spoken only English which the children evidently had no trouble understanding, 
indicated by their immediate and confident responses. This implies that Marley, like 
Casey, appears to be trying to implement the use of English as the dominant 
language of instruction to develop understanding of the new vocabulary in line with 
the language policy. Indeed in the post-observation interview, Marley agreed that the 
motive behind the language policy is effective for promoting the use of English in 
the classroom.  
However, a subtle change can be seen in the remainder of the excerpt. 
Following the children’s initial answer, Marley challenges them further and elicits 
from them more information about lava itself. First, a definition of lava is asked in 
English (line 7), but this time it is immediately translated into Bislama. This indicates 
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how Marley may be checking that the children fully understood the question in 
English, and so making the concept more accessible. The children immediately 
respond excitedly with ‘hot water’ (line 8) which is a concept that they can relate to 
in their own experience and culture. Marley accepts this idea, repeating their answer 
to the class, again with a question tag to seemingly keep the children engaged, but 
does not offer a further explanation about how lava itself is similar or different to 
‘hot water’. Instead, Marley challenges the children again, asking what lava can do 
which is begun in English, and concludes in Bislama (line 9). Here, like Casey, 
Marley is eliciting associated words and concepts to build a sense of understanding 
of the word ‘lava’ and its dangerous properties, and does so it seems, by using 
Bislama to facilitate the discussion. Consequently, the children respond with another 
familiar and meaningful concept, ‘run’, meaning lava can move very fast, as they 
again draw on their own experiences and linguistic resources. Although these words, 
‘hot water’ and ‘run’ are not lexically directly related to volcanoes and lava, the 
concept behind ‘hot water’ and ‘run’, effectively describe the function of lava and 
therefore answer Marley’s original question about why volcanoes are so dangerous. 
This is confirmed by Marley’s final statement which acknowledges the children’s 
thinking and developing understanding of the dangers of lava (line 11).  
Marley’s manner of questioning and intra-sentential use of Bislama here 
appears to make the discussion more accessible to the children and thus encourage 
them to answer and contribute more freely. Indeed, Marley claimed in the post-
observation interview, “I see that [Bislama] helps them… it helps them”, and further 
explained, “Bislama cames in only it’s time when there are students don't know or 
understand any meaning of the words”. Nevertheless, Marley continues to maximize 
the use of English, either choosing to translate an initial question in English to 
Bislama, or begin a question in English, and finish it in Bislama, affirming a belief 
that the teacher’s use of English should be maximized in the classroom, as Marley 
claims, “I can use Bislama, but throughout the class I only allowed to use English”. 
This intra-sentential use of Bislama used at specific times therefore gives an example 
of how Marley scaffolds the teaching of vocabulary to engage the children in a 
collaborative way while also simplifying the task, and consequently constructs a 
zone of situated teaching, learning and development with both the teacher and 
learners participating and working towards a goal of understanding (Berk & Winsler, 
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 1995; Smagorinsky, 2011). As Wood et al. (1976, p.98) suggest, when teachers 
scaffold learning, they are filling “in the rest”, thus allowing their learners to manage 
and complete tasks more effectively.   
In summary then, similar to Excerpt 5.1 with Casey, this excerpt (5.2) reveals 
that Marley appears to keep English as the dominant language of instruction, but 
code-switches into Bislama intra-sententially to facilitate discussion and scaffold the 
meaning of vocabulary. Additionally, both teachers were found to use a variety of 
different types of questions that both assess the learners’ prior knowledge and assist 
them in building meaning. As Tharp and Gallimore (1988, p.58) maintain, “questions 
work on a level that lies below the surface”, to prompt thinking on a particular topic 
and invite an oral response. What both these excerpts indicate therefore is how these 
Ni-Vanuatu primary teachers used Bislama as a linguistic resource in questions to 
not only engage learners and facilitate discussion, but also to explicitly mediate 
vocabulary meaning. As Anton and DiCamilla (1998) found in their research, the 
learners’ own language was used as a scaffolding tool which assisted L2 learning, 
and thus argue that the L1 can be a “powerful tool of semiotic mediation between 
learners” (p.415). Additionally, these excerpts reveal how each teacher responded to 
their children’s ideas by repeating them to the class, to not only ensure that the whole 
class can hear the children’s responses, but also to engage the learners, confirm their 
ideas and give indirect approval and praise. I turn now to discuss the teachers’ 
responses in more detail. 
5.1.2 Using Bislama for responding to young learners  
The practice of responding to learners, namely giving feedback, praise and 
encouragement, is viewed as being an important element of scaffolding, particularly 
in how it fosters and maintains dialogic co-construction, while also serving as a 
supportive tool for learning development. As Tharp and Gallimore (1988, p.53-54) 
explain,  
The rewards, praises, and encouragements that follow a behaviour are like 
props or buttresses that strengthen each point of advance through the ZPD, 
preventing loss of ground… In the absence of buttressed and secured steps, 
movement will be more fitful and unsystematic. 
Tharp and Gallimore (1988) foreground here the valuable contribution positive 
feedback makes towards each stage of learning within the construction zone of 
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situated teaching, learning and development (ZPD) where the teacher and learners 
both collaborate in social interaction. This positive feedback then is seen as helpful 
‘steps’ towards the learning objective without which, the process of learning within 
the ZPD might be encumbered. As Berk and Winsler (1995) contend, the emotional 
tone of social interactions between teachers and learners is an important element of 
scaffolding where young learners in particular are more likely to challenge 
themselves, or step-up to challenges initiated by their teacher during a learning 
activity when their teacher is “pleasant, warm, and responsive… gives verbal praise 
and attributes competence to the child” (p.29). In terms of this being done in the 
learners’ own language, or L1, as detailed in Chapter 2, a review of the literature 
examining teacher code-switching in EFL/ESL primary classrooms found that of the 
eight studies reviewed, five found teachers using the L1 for the purpose of giving 
praise and encouragement, thus indicating this to be a common function of L1 use in 
English language teaching (cf. Inbar-Lourie, 2010; Jones, 2014; Kang, 2008; 
McGlynn & Martin, 2009; Nagy & Robertson, 2009; Qian et al., 2009; Rezvani & 
Rasekh, 2011).  
5.1.2.1 Grade 3 class: ‘Unfair’ 
However, in contrast to these findings in the literature, this component of 
scaffolding was found on only a few occasions in the data, particularly in how the 
teachers would use Bislama to repeat a child’s utterance to the class so the whole 
class can hear, then confirm their answer as being right or acceptable, and in doing so 
attributing competence to the child, thus praising their efforts. Although we have 
briefly seen examples of this from both Casey and Marley in Excerpts 5.1 and 5.2, a 
notable example can be found from the Grade 3 class where Marley is preparing the 
children for a writing task (this writing task is discussed further in Section 5.2.2.2) 
and reviews the meaning of the word ‘unfair’.  
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 Excerpt 5.3. Grade 3. Week 3: Checking the meaning of ‘unfair’. 
Line Speaker  
1 T Writing. Yesterday we look at what unfair again ah? 
2 C’ren Yes  
3 T OK, what is unfair? It’s inside your book ah? 
4 C’ren Yeah 
5 T What is unfair? Inside your exercise book 
6 C’ren Yes 
7 T Unfair (5.5) Fair means er you have to share, but unfair (2.5) Unfair, unfair 
8 C’ren Share, share 
9 T Ah? 
10 Jerald No wantem sea (not wanting to share) 
11 T Yu no wantem sea ah? (You don't want to share do you?) Jerald said  
12  ‘yu no wantem sea’ (you don't want to share) OK, what about if 
13  Sweba is er she’s wearing a nice or beautiful sandal then all of us inside 
14  this class, we don't wear any slippers or flip-flops, then what will be your, 
15  what will be er your thinking ah? 
16 Jerald Not good 
17 T You will be jealous ah? 
18 C’ren Yes 
19 T Yes. It will be unfair because all of us are on the er pair of er feet without  
20  any sandals. Only Sweba ah? 
21 C2 Yes 
22 T So this will be unfair ah? 
23 C2 Yes 
24 T OK. So our topic for this morning will be unfairness… 
 
Marley begins by announcing the next stage of the lesson, “writing”, and rather 
than present the writing task itself, proceeds to focus on the topic of the writing task, 
‘unfairness’. Marley commences with reminding the children about what they did in 
the previous lesson, and asks for a definition of ‘unfair’ in English, reminding the 
children that the answer is inside their exercise books. Marley appears to be 
communicating expectations around learning how to learn L2 vocabulary, and thus 
aims to build the young learners’ study skills here by assuming that they already 
have the definition written in their English exercise books. While they look through 
their exercise books, Marley models the word ‘unfair’ and waits for an answer which 
is not immediately forthcoming (line 7). Consequently, Marley proceeds to remind 
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the children about the meaning of the antonym, ‘fair’, and again models the word 
‘unfair’ three times. Up to this point, Marley’s discourse has been entirely in English, 
reflecting again how English is being maximised to elicit the word’s meaning. It also 
appears, like Casey, that Marley is reluctant to give the meaning of the new 
vocabulary, but instead reminds the children of its antonym in the effort to stimulate 
their thinking, as Nation (2001) suggests, finding opposites can be an effective way 
of building vocabulary meaning.  
The children however, do not appear to have a good knowledge of the word 
‘unfair’, despite having been exposed to the word in a previous lesson. Having heard 
the more familiar word ‘fair’ and its meaning, ‘to share’ which was initially taught 
two days previously and reviewed again in the previous lesson the day before, the 
children answer Marley’s question about the meaning of ‘unfair’ by repeating ‘share’ 
twice. This indicates that they do not understand the meaning of ‘unfair’, and they 
either do not have a clear definition of ‘unfair’ in their English exercise books, or 
they cannot find it quickly, as Schmitt (2010) points out, “learners need multiple 
contacts with words to acquire them” (p.33). Marley then, immediately questions 
their response with a simple expression, “Ah?” (line 9), signifying they did not give 
the correct answer, to which Jerald offers an answer in Bislama with the opposite 
meaning of ‘share’ by simply turning it into a negative. This indicates not only 
Jerald’s limited understanding of his interpretation of ‘fair’ and ‘unfair’, but also his 
strategic way of constructing meaning, using the linguistic resources available to 
him, in this case Bislama. Nevertheless, Marley accepts Jerald’s answer and 
immediately repeats it in Bislama to the class, while the question tag (line 11) 
provides positive confirmation, and so Jerald is praised for an acceptable answer. 
Verbal praise for Jerald’s answer is further reinforced by repeating again what Jerald 
had said in Bislama, this time adding his name (lines 11-12), indicating how Marley 
is responding warmly and is fostering a productive and positive atmosphere in the 
classroom (Berk & Winsler, 1995; Tharp & Gallimore, 1988). As Tharp and 
Gallimore (1988) maintain, providing feedback on a learner’s performance is a 
powerful way of scaffolding the learning process. However, the concept of ‘not 
sharing’ as offered by Jerald as a definition for ‘unfair’, is only implicitly affirmed in 
the contextualized example of an unfair situation that Marley gives in English to 
complete the excerpt, indicating that the children needed to acquire a deeper 
Chapter 5: Exploring the Teachers’ Use of Bislama When Teaching English Vocabulary 173 
 understanding of the concept of ‘unfair’. Nevertheless, it appears that Jerald’s 
definition was praised by Marley as being a ‘secure step’ (Tharp & Gallimore, 1988) 
towards a deeper understanding of the meaning of ‘unfair’, and thus scaffolded the 
children’s learning. 
Marley’s use of Bislama in responding to the children in this excerpt appears to 
indicate two important points. Firstly, Marley used Bislama to affirm Jerald’s 
answer, and thus attribute competence and give verbal praise at a moment when the 
children had demonstrated their lack of understanding of ‘unfair’ (Berk & Winsler, 
1995). This suggests that Marley uses Bislama for social functions when teaching 
new vocabulary. This is demonstrated in how Marley repeated Jerald’s answer and 
even included his name, indicating how a sense of identity is being maintained with 
the children, decreasing any social distance, at the same time boosting Jerald’s 
confidence. As Qian et al. (2009) argue from their findings of how teachers used the 
child’s L1 to give praise and encouragement, the L1 can be used within ELT in this 
way to develop rapport between the teacher and their learners, foster solidarity and 
“to sound less intimidating” (p.726). Indeed this view echoes Tharp and Gallimore’s 
(1988) point that while such responses might not always actually teach the target 
language (TL) explicitly, they serve as a powerful ‘prop’ or ‘step’ towards 
scaffolding the learners to the next stage in the process of learning, and maintain 
their engagement.  
Secondly, Marley’s response in Bislama also appears to be for a 
methodological purpose to explicitly mediate the children’s understanding of ‘unfair’ 
through affirming Jerald’s answer as a definition, given that the children earlier could 
not provide a definition of the word themselves. This appears to confirm Wertsch’s 
(2007) notion of explicit mediation whereby Marley used mediational means, in this 
case, Bislama, to mediate vocabulary learning. Although the extent of the children’s 
learning is not clearly evident in this excerpt, the children’s written work from the 
writing task completed in this lesson following this excerpt, does indicate how the 
children had developed a sound understanding of the concept of ‘fair’ and ‘unfair’. 
(This is discussed in Section 5.2.2.2). Additionally, the fact that Jerald’s answer in 
Bislama was repeated in Bislama, rather than being translated into English, also 
implies Marley’s belief regarding the use of Bislama in the English language 
classroom. As Marley stated in the post-observation interview, “in our classroom if 
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the students don't know or understand anything, we can speak Bislama to explain to 
make them clearly, or clear about what we are trying to say”. Although the use of 
‘we’ in this quote could apply to teachers in general, in the context of the interview 
discussion, this use of ‘we’ implies that there are times when Marley accepts the 
children’s spoken ideas in Bislama. As this excerpt reveals, those ideas are used as a 
step towards developing meaning of the new vocabulary further.  
To summarize, this excerpt reveals that Marley, like Casey in Excerpt 5.1, is 
reluctant to give the answers but rather tries to elicit them, and in doing so, 
maximizes the use of English for eliciting word meaning. This reflects what Turnbull 
& Dailey-O’Cain (2009) describe as the maximal position within the debate of L1 
use in L2 classrooms which proposes that while maximal use of the TL is necessary, 
it acknowledges that the L1 is beneficial to L2 learning. It was also found that 
Marley utilizes Bislama for both social and methodological functions. Socially, 
Bislama was used here to give praise, maintain a sense of identity and decrease social 
distance, whilst boosting confidence. Methodologically, as Casey demonstrated in 
Excerpt 5.1, Marley used Bislama in the responses not only to repeat Jerald’s answer 
for the whole class to hear, but also to confirm the answer and attribute competence. 
Marley appears to be using Bislama then for the purpose of explicitly mediating 
understanding, in this case, as a step towards building a deeper understanding of the 
new vocabulary. However, while Marley’s use of Bislama in Excerpt 5.3 was 
engaging, similar to the findings from Excerpts 5.1 and 5.2, there is little evidence of 
actual dialogic co-construction in terms of collaboration, negotiation and the amount 
of talk time the children experienced (Wells, 1999). Both teachers appear to 
dominate talk time with the children contributing little more than a ‘yes’ most of the 
time. Nevertheless, these three excerpts demonstrate how Bislama was used as a 
linguistic resource for the purpose of engaging young learners, facilitating 
discussion, and explicitly scaffolding vocabulary meaning through questions and 
responses. As Inbar-Lourie (2010) found in her research of teachers of young 
learners, the teachers were not only conscious of the amount of L1 they were using, 
but recognized the benefits of the L1 as a tool, particularly for younger children, thus 
indicating how the teachers observed in this study are following similar practices.  
Finally, in the classroom observations overall, it was found that both the 
observed teachers regularly incorporated the concept of dialogic co-construction in 
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 their vocabulary teaching, and used Bislama to engage their learners through 
elicitation, questioning and responding to children for the purpose of building 
meaning. When examining how often this occurred, a combined numerical count of 
the number of times each teacher used Bislama for eliciting word meaning and 
responding to children in each of the observed vocabulary lessons reveal that up to 
almost a third (G3: 28%; G5/6: 19%) of this use of Bislama was given to dialogic co-
construction. Indeed, Marley used this method of building vocabulary meaning more 
frequently than providing a translation, definition or an explanation in Bislama of 
new vocabulary. Similarly, Casey used Bislama to ask questions and elicit word 
meaning more than using Bislama for translating new vocabulary (see Figure 5.1 
below for full details). These findings indicate therefore the value each teacher places 
on using Bislama for actively engaging, questioning and eliciting vocabulary 
meaning from the learners, as Tharp and Gallimore (1988) claim, “questioning can 
be a powerful means of assistance” (p.58), offering linguistic and social opportunities 
for learners to speak and thus prompt a cognitive response.  
Following on from this discussion about how both teachers used Bislama to 
engage their learners, I turn now to explore how the Ni-Vanuatu teachers structured 
their vocabulary teaching further in how they used Bislama while teaching 
vocabulary to contextualize and simplify their classroom talk, namely giving 
translations, definitions or explanations and managing classroom learning.  
5.2 STRUCTURING VOCABULARY PEDAGOGY 
According to Van de Pol et al. (2010), the notion of ‘contingency’, or the 
practice of tailoring, adjusting, or calibrating the support being provided to learners 
is a key characteristic of scaffolding. It therefore entails structuring or adapting 
pedagogy to the learners’ current level of performance, after first identifying their 
level of competence, in order to bring about a level of competency that enables 
learners to perform and complete tasks independently, that they could not easily 
accomplish on their own (Mercer & Fisher, 1993; Van de Pol et al., 2010). In terms 
of direct vocabulary instruction, this structuring involves many components, 
essentially teaching of the word’s form, its meaning and how it is used (Nation, 
2001; Schmitt, 2010). For teachers, this involves conveying word knowledge itself 
(phonology, orthography, morphology, semantics, functions and use), through 
modelling or marking significant word features, putting words in meaningful 
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contexts, or simplifying the communication of meaning through translations, 
definitions and explanations, along with generally maintaining the overall direction 
of the learning, and classroom and behaviour management (Cameron, 2001; Pinter, 
2006; Nation, 1990; 2001; Tharp & Gallimore, 1988; Woods et al., 1976). It is 
therefore important to examine how the Ni-Vanuatu teachers structure their 
vocabulary teaching in order to gain insights into the depth of word knowledge being 
conveyed to the learners, how this is scaffolded, and more specifically, for what 
purpose they use Bislama as a mediational means in direct vocabulary instruction.  
Firstly in regard to how Marley and Casey structured their vocabulary teaching 
in terms of the purposes behind using Bislama in direct vocabulary instruction, initial 
findings reveal that Bislama was used for the purpose of classroom management and 
building understanding of word meaning. These are summarized in Figure 5.1 and 
detail the percentage of Bislama use for each purpose, along with details of using 
Bislama for eliciting and responding for comparison purposes. Overall these findings 
reveal that Bislama was used significantly more for building understanding than for 
classroom management purposes. Interestingly, Casey used Bislama primarily for 
building understanding (92.6%) with very little Bislama used for classroom 
management (4.9%). In contrast, Marley’s Bislama use was divided more uniformly 
with almost two thirds (66%) given for building understanding and the remaining 
third (34%) for classroom management.  
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Figure 5.1. Ni-Vanuatu teachers’ purpose for using Bislama while teaching vocabulary. 
 
However, despite the notably large percentage of Bislama used to build 
understanding of new vocabulary, according to Graves, August and Mancilla-
Martinez’s (2013) summary of rich vocabulary instruction, the data overall reveals 
that both teachers provided only a basic level of vocabulary instruction. This 
involved only three aspects of word knowledge: (1) the written form on the 
blackboard highlighting the orthography; (2) the spoken form, emphasizing 
phonology through the teachers modelling pronunciation and having the children 
repeat the words; and (3) conceptual meaning being conveyed either through 
translations, definitions or explanations. The direct vocabulary teaching generally 
was also found to be very teacher focused with little opportunity being offered for 
the children to do further activities such as word building exercises or vocabulary 
games that directed their attention on the target vocabulary (Nation, 1990). Generally 
each week, the G5/6 were observed doing writing activities designed to incorporate 
and practice the new vocabulary, although this outcome was not explicitly given to 
the children and consequently, some did not take the opportunity to use the new 
vocabulary in their writing.  
These results are discussed in further detail in the remainder of this section, and 
for reasons of space, the discussion focuses specifically on how the teachers used 
Bislama for the purpose of disciplining, translations, definitions, explanations, and 
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fostering a shared cultural identity. I turn now to discuss how Bislama was used for 
the purpose of classroom management before addressing how conceptual meaning 
was conveyed.  
5.2.1 Using Bislama for discipline purposes  
Firstly, within classroom management, overall Bislama was used primarily for 
the purpose of disciplining the children (24%) with Marley (G3) using Bislama for 
this more than for building word meaning. With Bislama being the lingua franca that 
the teachers and children all share, Marley’s choice to use Bislama at these times 
potentially lessened the degree of social distance, while ensuring the children 
understood what was being communicated. A typical example of this can be found in 
Excerpt 5.4. Here, in the midst of introducing a new list of vocabulary words and 
modelling the phonology and orthography, Marley notices that Penny is not paying 
attention and switches immediately to Bislama to show disapproval and motivate her 
to engage with the classroom activity.  
Excerpt 5.4. Grade 3. Week 6: Disciplining a young learner. 
Line Speaker  
1 T Everybody say ‘small’ 
2 C’ren Small! 
3 T Penny, yu luk antap ia (look up here) (3.0) Everybody spell small 
4 C’ren S-M-A-L-L 
 
Marley’s frequent use of Bislama to discipline children is consistent with other 
code-switching research in EFL primary classrooms (Inbar-Lourie, 2010; Jones, 
2014; Kang, 2008; McGlynn & Martin, 2009; Nagy & Robertson, 2009; Qian et al., 
2009; Rezvani & Rasekh, 2011). In contrast, Casey did not use Bislama for 
discipline at all, preferring to correct the children in English. This indicates not only 
a higher degree of English language competence of the Grade 5/6 learners, but also a 
desire for creating more social distance when disciplining the children, thus 
maintaining a notion of power and authority.  
5.2.2 Using Bislama for building understanding  
Secondly, when building understanding of the new vocabulary, as Figure 5.1 
details, Bislama was used most frequently for giving explanations, definitions and 
translations. For Casey, who used Bislama for these purposes more than for any other 
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 purpose – with Bislama being used for giving an explanation more than for any other 
purpose – this initial finding indicates the value Casey places on giving explanations 
in order to convey the meaning of new vocabulary beyond a simple definition or 
translation of the word.  Additionally, Casey used Bislama for eliciting word 
meaning more than for giving translations in Bislama, indicating how Casey was 
putting into practice Thornbury (2002) and Nation’s (1990) assertions that eliciting 
word meaning rather than providing it, is conducive to learner engagement and 
motivating them to contribute in some way. This was evident in Excerpt 5.1 where 
Casey was reluctant to give the meaning of the word ‘environment’, preferring to 
engage the children instead through questions. In contrast, Marley used Bislama for 
communicating meaning through translations, definitions and explanations for a 
notably less amount of time (see Figure 5.1). This finding is in direct contrast to 
Casey, and indicates a notable difference between how Marley and Casey structure 
their vocabulary teaching and perceive the needs of their young learners.  
Nevertheless, despite the differences between how each teacher chose to use 
Bislama to convey meaning, overall, this amount of talk in Bislama given 
specifically for communicating meaning suggests the value each teacher places on 
conveying the conceptual meaning of the new vocabulary. Additionally, this finding 
also reveals the differences between how each teacher structured their vocabulary 
pedagogy in a way that used Bislama as a linguistic resource in slightly different 
ways for scaffolding learners’ understanding. As Mercer and Fisher (1993) outline, 
scaffolding is qualified by enabling a level of competency, in this case, 
understanding the meaning of new vocabulary that learners could not easily 
accomplish on their own.  
I turn now to discuss two examples from the Grade 3 classroom, and one from 
the Grade 5/6 classroom, which indicate as in the previous excerpts, that while the 
use of English is maximized, Bislama is utilized to scaffold and thus mediate 
learners’ understanding of the target vocabulary. Additionally, each of these excerpts 
have corresponding writing samples which reveal indications of how the teachers’ 
talk in Bislama directly influenced the lexical choices in the learners’ writing, thus 
implying how the teachers’ use of Bislama helped to explicitly mediate vocabulary 
learning.  
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5.2.2.1 Grade 3 Class: ‘Fairness’ 
Two days before Marley reviewed the meaning of ‘unfair’ (discussed in section 
5.1.2) and set a writing task for the children, Marley introduced the topic of a new 
unit, ‘Fairness’ at the beginning of the English lesson after completing routine 
classroom activities and singing some songs.  
Excerpt 5.5. Grade 3. Week 3: Teaching the meaning of ‘fairness’. 
Line Speaker  
1 T OK, quiet (1.5) quiet, open to page er 41 (2.0) Open to page 41 (3.5) OK, unit 7 (2.0) 
2  Fairness. What this mean by fairness? 
3 C1 (xxx) 
4 T In English, in English, what this mean by fairness? (2.5) F-A-I-R-N-E-S (6.0)  
5  Hem i wod ia (This is the word here) [WRITING THE WORD ON THE BOARD. 
5  CHILDREN SPELLING FAIRNESS TO THEMSELVES, AND LOOKING AT 
6  THEIR TEXTBOOKS] (32.0) Ah? Quiet, quiet. What this mean by fairness? (1.0)  
7   Share..? 
8 C2 Share your things with (1.5) 
9 T Then what?  
10 C2 Your… 
11 T Ah?  
12 C3 Share your things 
13 T Share then what? 
14 C4 Share book 
15 T Share things ah? [WRITING ON THE BOARD] Then (2.0) another word is, what? 
16   [WRITING ON THE BOARD. CHILDREN TALKING IN BISLAMA] (30.0)  
17  Share things, be good to others, then what? 
18 C1 Share… share your things… share 
19 T A woman (8.0) those who are in class yesterday, what (5.5) Alright, fairness,  
20  fairness we have (1.0) a lot of er quest- er answers about fairness ah? Obey your 
21  parents (1.5) afta yu serem kakae blo yu (1.0) yu gud lo wan man, OK? (you  
22  share your food (1.0) you’re good to someone, OK?) (3.0). 
 
Marley begins by first trying to settle the class after finishing their routine 
morning activities and instructs the children to open their textbooks which appears to 
take longer than anticipated. After patiently waiting, Marley then immediately elicits 
the meaning of fairness in English, asking for a definition. One child begins to reply 
in another language (inaudible), to which Marley immediately corrects, reminding 
the children to speak English, rather than Bislama or their own vernacular (line 4). 
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 This appears to be in contrast to what happened in Excerpt 5.3 where Marley 
accepted a children’s answer in Bislama; at this point in this lesson, it seems only 
English is permissible from the children. Thus, there appears to be some 
inconsistency between when Bislama or the children’s vernacular is permissible, and 
when it is not. When Marley was asked about the use of Bislama in the classroom 
during the post-observation interview, Marley stated,  
Bislama is important in only few things, but normally in writing or in 
speaking I don't encourage Bislama inside the classroom that my students 
will be speaking it. Only the teachers because the [principal] say that if the 
students have to know, if the students doesn't know or understand any words 
in English, you can translate in Bislama. 
It seems clear from this statement that normally, Marley does not like the 
children to be using Bislama in the classroom, only the teachers are permitted which 
is advised by the principal. This would explain why Marley corrected the child in this 
excerpt, requesting them to speak in English, rather than their own language. Indeed, 
an analysis of how often Marley used English while teaching vocabulary revealed 
that English was used 83% of the time, thus affirming how Marley’s classroom talk 
while teaching vocabulary at least, is predominantly in English. This amount of L1 
use is confirmed by Nagy and Robertson’s (2009) research of code-switching among 
primary teachers of younger learners who found similar results with their teachers on 
average using their own language one fifth of the time. Like Casey, this indicates 
how Marley tries to maximize the use of English in the classroom, although, as 
Excerpt 5.3 reveals, occasionally, Marley does permit the children to use Bislama 
which in that case, was to provide vocabulary meaning.  
Additionally, this statement from the interview also shows how Marley 
recognizes a particular place that Bislama has in the English language classroom, 
namely for the purpose to build meaning of new vocabulary. However, Marley’s use 
of Bislama for classroom management purposes outlined earlier in Excerpt 5.4, is to 
be noted, thus it appears that while Marley in theory bases a practice of Bislama use 
on the authority of the principal for facilitating understanding of English vocabulary, 
Marley’s own practice of Bislama use in the classroom clearly extends beyond this 
purpose.  
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 After reminding the children to speak only English, Marley again repeats the 
original question (line 4), asking for a definition of ‘fairness’ and models the spelling 
of the word. However, the children do not answer, so Marley switches momentarily 
into Bislama and directs the children’s attention to the blackboard with the words 
“Hem i wod ia” (this is the word here) where Marley proceeds to write the word 
‘fairness’ (line 5). This sudden use of Bislama at this point after speaking only in 
English and even instructing the children to speak only English, appears to apply the 
scaffolding tools of engaging the learners in a language they are more familiar with, 
in order to maintain their direction and keep them on target (Van de Pol et al., 2010; 
Wood et al., 1976). As Wood et al. (1976) claim, the teacher’s role within the 
scaffolding process is to keep their learners “in pursuit of a particular objective” 
(p.98), especially if they appear to be lagging or becoming disengaged with the task. 
What Marley appears to be doing here then, is using Bislama to initially gain the 
children’s attention, and then while they watch, writes the word on the board for 
them to see. In the 32 seconds that follow (line 6), some of the children can be heard 
in the background verbally spelling the word to themselves, indicating how this tactic 
was successful in enabling the learners to focus and think about the word. As Nation 
(2001) explains, learning new vocabulary can be supported when the form-meaning 
connections are strengthened whereby learners recall the meaning of the word after 
seeing or hearing it. It appears therefore that Bislama was being used here as a 
resource to scaffold the children’s learning in how it initially engaged their attention 
and then maintained their direction in their learning activity.  
 However in lines 7-18, the children demonstrate a limited understanding of 
the concept of ‘fairness’, despite the continued questions (lines 9-17), and even 
trying to remind the children what they had done the day before (line 19) in the effort 
to elicit an appropriate definition of ‘fairness’. As in Excerpt 5.3, Marley appears 
reluctant to give the children the answer at first, but eventually in lines 20-21, a list 
of definitions is given in the effort to build meaning, although two of these 
definitions (“obey your parents”; “yu gud lo man”) do not directly relate to the 
concept of fairness, but rather, moral principles. The other definition however, 
“serem kaekae blo yu” (share your food; line 21) reiterates the hints that had been 
given earlier and gives an example of something that could be shared. However, 
while the concept of sharing can be seen as being ‘fair’ in terms of equality and 
Chapter 5: Exploring the Teachers’ Use of Bislama When Teaching English Vocabulary 183 
 being just, further explanation on this point would have broadened the learners’ 
meaning further. Nevertheless, it is here, right at the end of the excerpt, after 
spending time eliciting and offering hints, that Marley switches to Bislama (line 21) 
to give these definitions. This reveals again how Marley endeavours to use English 
as the main language of instruction, only turning to Bislama when it appears 
necessary and beneficial for the learners. Indeed, this echoes Marley’s belief that 
Bislama is a helpful method to build meaning while teaching vocabulary, particularly 
at times when the children demonstrate a limited understanding: 
I love to use Bislama because some of the words that we cannot express it 
much in English language, so we have to say it in Bislama because… we are 
in islands, so some of those words students cannot understand it very much. 
Interestingly, the word ‘fair’ (or ‘fea’ in Bislama) cannot be found in the only 
published Bislama dictionary to date (New Bislama Dictionary, Crowley, 2003) 
indicating that this is a word or concept that is not commonly used among Ni-
Vanuatu when speaking Bislama. This might help explain the learners’ lack of 
understanding and prior knowledge of the word. However, the word ‘serem’, 
meaning ‘share’ does appear in the Bislama language which may rationalize why 
Marley used this word to help explain the meaning of ‘fair’. What this excerpt 
indicates therefore, is how Marley, as in previous excerpts, makes the most of 
Bislama as a linguistic resource to scaffold the learners’ understanding and help 
mediate the meaning of ‘fairness’. In fact, only two days after this lesson, and after 
checking the meaning of ‘unfair’ (see Section 5.1.2; Excerpt 5.3), Marley conducted 
a writing task with the children, the results of which demonstrate the impact of 
Marley’s use of Bislama in both these lessons (Excerpts 5.3 & 5.5). I turn now to 
examine Gretel’s writing which demonstrates this impact.  
5.2.2.2 Gretel’s Writing: ‘Fairness’ 
Shortly after Marley had checked the meaning of ‘unfair’, the children were 
asked to write about fair and unfair situations following a model which Marley 
provided on the blackboard, as seen in Table 5.1.  
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Table 5.1 
Marley’s model sentences for the children’s writing task 
Fairness Unfairness 
~ Having a sandal 
~ I'm working in the garden 
~  
~  
~ 
~ I'm not wearing a sandal 
~ While my brother’s went to play soccer 
~ 
~ 
~ 
 
A particularly noteworthy point in Gretel’s writing is her first sentence which 
does not have an ‘unfair’ counterpart, namely, “I share my food”. Marley originally 
gave this sentence in Bislama: “yu serem kakae blo yu” (you share your food), as 
discussed in Excerpt 5.5, to help explain the meaning of fairness. Together with the 
repeated use of the word ‘share’ in Excerpt 5.3 in both the positive and negative 
form, the influence of Marley’s classroom talk, particularly in Bislama, can be seen 
in her writing, indicating how the concept of sharing has been fixed in her mind.  
Writing Sample 5.1. Gretel (Grade 3): Fairness. 
 
~ I share my food… 
 
 
This strongly indicates that Marley’s use of Bislama to explicitly develop 
understanding of the new vocabulary was effective and mediated Gretel’s learning. 
This also confirms Marley’s claims in the post-observation interview, of the benefits 
of using Bislama to build meaning when the children do not understand a particular 
word or concept. As Marley stated: 
When I speak English inside the classroom then sometimes the students 
don't know what is the word that I'm trying to say in English, so I have to 
speak only Bislama and then they have understood, then we have to change 
the Bislama into English again, yes. 
Marley is explaining here that an effective way of learning of new vocabulary 
is to translate an English word into Bislama to help build understanding, then 
translate the word from Bislama back into English again. Indeed, this can be seen 
vividly in Gretel’s writing in how she has correctly translated ‘serem’ in Bislama to 
‘share’ in English which indicates how Marley’s use of Bislama in the classroom can 
foster vocabulary learning and consequently have a positive effect on writing. This 
process echoes Marley’s own experience with learning English: 
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 When I read some words that I didn't understand, then I have to write down 
that word and have to pieces the word, have to separate the word, then have 
to learn it in Bislama and English… when I know it in Bislama, now I have 
to translate it in English to know that meaning. 
From this statement it appears that Marley uses Bislama both as a mediating 
tool and sign to develop understanding of unknown English words, by translating the 
word into Bislama, then back into English. As Vygotsky (1978) explains, “the tool’s 
function is to serve as the conductor of human influence on the object of activity; it is 
externally oriented. The sign… is a means of internal activity aimed at mastering 
oneself; the sign is internally oriented” (p.55). Marley then, is using Bislama as a tool 
to conduct or steer understanding of a new English word, making the most of its 
affordances. Then, as these affordances are internalized in the effort to gain 
understanding of a particular English word, as a mediating sign, Bislama thus serves 
to mediate a change in Marley’s understanding and conceptualization of English. It 
appears therefore, that Marley’s own experience with English language learning 
(ELL) is being transferred to the children, as demonstrated in how Marley uses 
Bislama at particular times to mediate the children’s own learning, the results of 
which can be seen here in Gretel’s writing. I turn now to another example of 
Marley’s vocabulary teaching, examining how Bislama was used to structure 
vocabulary meaning in a different way, and how this impacted on another child’s 
writing.  
5.2.2.3 Grade 3 Class: ‘Anger’ 
In Excerpt 5.2, we observed how Marley used Bislama to engage the young 
learners and facilitate discussion through the use of questions to elicit the meaning of 
‘lava’. Later in the same lesson, after discussing volcanoes, Marley read the children 
a traditional ‘kastom’ (folklore) story from the textbook about the active volcano, 
Yasur on Tanna. The short story personifies the volcano as being a ‘bad person’ who 
is ‘angry’, ‘stamps his feet’ and makes fire pits. The following excerpt details the 
point in the lesson where Marley reads the last part of the story and checks the 
learners’ understanding of the words anger and angry.  
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Excerpt 5.6. Grade 3. Week 4: Teaching the meaning of ‘anger’ and ‘angry’. 
Line Speaker  
1 T [READING FROM THE STORY] “He is still there today. When he is angry, he  
2  stamps 
3  his feet and used a magic stick to make a fire pit. Did you see the fire pits? How many 
4  did you see? It is best to look at night. But do not go too close”. (1.0) OK (8.0) The er 
5  the old person was telling er (1.0) that mister there said that (1.5) he mustn’t go near 
6  (0.5) that mount of Yasur ah? (1.0) because (1.5) when er when it gets angry er or 
7  anger (1.5) Anger means kros ah? Hem i kros, hem i kros, hem i save (cross, doesn’t 
8  it? He’s cross, he’s cross, he then) (1.0) stamp his feet (1.5) stanap lo fit blo hem 
9  olsem (1.0) afta (1.0) i faerap a? (stamps his feet like this and then he looses his 
10  temper/explode/erupt doesn't he?) OK, is that true? 
11 C’ren Yes 
12 T Yes se-sem olsem blo yumi antap a? (It's the same as us isn’t it?) (3.5) OK, lets  
13  look at earthquakes… 
 
After reading the story, Marley begins by recapping the events and then stops to 
provide a direct translation of ‘anger’ in Bislama with a question tag (line 7), to 
initially check that meaning has been understood. However, Marley does not wait for 
a response, but continues in Bislama, repeating the translation (line 7) which is kept 
within the context of the story, that is, the volcano remains personified. Then, in 
order to build the meaning of ‘anger’ and ‘angry’ further, Marley brings in other 
words from the story, ‘stamp his feet’ (line 8), translates this into Bislama, and then 
continues in Bislama to give an explanation of what can happen when a person is 
angry (line 9). The choice of the Bislama expression “i faerap” here appears 
significant for a number of reasons. Translated in English, this can mean a number of 
things, depending on the context. On a human level, it means to violently lose one’s 
temper which could be described as exploding or erupting into a fit of rage; in terms 
of a volcano, it means to literally explode or erupt, emitting fire (Crowley, 2003, 
p.78). Hence, this explanation in Bislama is very illustrative, not only of a very angry 
person, but of a volatile volcano, and so by keeping the explanation within the 
context of the story, Marley effectively paints a visual picture with words that 
potentially could have a lasting impact on the children’s memory. Indeed, this is 
evidenced in one child’s writing which is discussed shortly.  
Following this explanation in Bislama, Marley asks the children a closed 
question (line 10), to which they immediately answer ‘yes’, indicating their 
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 understanding of the meaning of ‘anger’ and angry’. Marley ends the excerpt by 
acknowledging in Bislama how ‘we’ can be like that too, thus transferring the 
discourse to a social level that the children would have been able to relate to within 
their own life experience and culture (line12). As Ohta (2000, p.53) outlines, “for 
Vygotsky, learning is a socially situated activity”, and this excerpt effectively 
indicates how Marley uses Bislama here as a mediating tool to not only build 
meaning with the functional use of words, but to socially situate that meaning in the 
lives of the children, thus lowering the degree of social distance and fostering a 
shared identity. Meaning of the word ‘anger’ and ‘angry’ then is being mediated here 
on at least two different levels: linguistically in terms of an angry person and a 
volatile volcano; and socially in terms of drawing on the learners’ own history, social 
background and experiences. Through it all, Bislama takes centre stage as the 
predominant mediating tool, as Vygotsky (1962, p.81) asserts, “concept formation… 
is guided by the use of words as the means of actively centering attention”.  
Marley’s choice to use Bislama to provide translations and an explanation here 
is again reflective of Marley’s belief that Bislama is helpful for learning vocabulary. 
Indeed as pointed in out earlier in Section 5.2.2, the combined amount of time 
Bislama is used (38%; see Figure 5.1) for developing understanding of new 
vocabulary in the form of definitions, explanations and translations, indicates the 
value that Marley places on Bislama when teaching new vocabulary, and suggests a 
belief not only in how Bislama mediates English vocabulary learning, but also the 
affordances Bislama may offer to the young learners in terms of the diverse 
meanings Bislama words often contain. As noted in Section 5.2.2.1, this level of 
value is reflected in the post-observation interview where Marley expressed a “love 
to use Bislama” for building understanding of the vocabulary’s meaning with the 
children, and how Bislama also assists personal ELL. Indeed, in a writing activity 
conducted one week after the children learnt about the words ‘anger’ and ‘angry’, 
there is evidence that Marley’s use of Bislama in this excerpt (5.6) and Excerpt 5.2 
had a notable impact on Sweba’s writing. I turn now to discuss this in detail. 
5.2.2.4 Sweba’s Writing: ‘Angry’  
The first impression of Sweba’s work is the heavy marking from Marley who 
corrected most of her writing, namely issues surrounding syntax, grammar and 
missing words, yet praised her for having written an “excellent story”.  
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Writing Sample 5.2. Sweba (Grade 3): Visit to a Volcano. 
 
2. I and my friend went to volcano and we see a volcano was angry 
3. I and my friend went to volcano and we see a lava and we see the any animal 
 
The most notable lexical choice Sweba made was her decision to describe the 
volcano as being angry. While she was the only child to have done this, her choice to 
use the word ‘angry’ here suggests that Marley’s vivid explanation in Bislama of the 
meaning of ‘angry’ the week before was memorable. This indicates, like in Gretel’s 
case (Writing Sample 5.1), how Marley’s use of Bislama helped to mediate Sweba’s 
understanding of the volatile nature of volcanoes. Indeed, Sweba uses the word 
‘angry’ in the correct context here and has cleverly transferred Marley’s explanation 
of an angry person after reading the story about the volcano Yasur, to an ‘angry’ 
volcano in her own writing. This may have been influenced by the choice of Bislama 
words Marley used in this explanation, namely, “i faerap”. As noted earlier, 
Marley’s Bislama translations and explanation of ‘angry’ were kept within the 
context of the personified volcano, namely, ‘anger’ was explained from the 
perspective of people getting angry which was even qualified further by how Marley 
related the emotion to the social level of the children. Thus it appears here that 
Sweba has used the affordances of Bislama, that is, the multiple meanings that 
Bislama words have, to assist with her writing since “i faerap” in Bislama can refer 
to both people and other scientific phenomenon such as volcanoes.  
Additionally, Sweba’s use of ‘angry’ in her writing indicates that Marley’s use 
of Bislama to build vocabulary meaning on both a linguistic and social level, has 
mediated Sweba’s understanding of how the word ‘angry’ can be used in different 
contexts. This confirms Wertsch’s (2007) notion of how a mediational means, in this 
case Bislama, can be used firstly by teachers as a scaffolding tool to explicitly 
mediate vocabulary learning; and secondly, how Bislama itself with its different 
meanings for ‘angry’, may have implicitly mediated Sweba’s lexical choices in her 
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 writing. Thus, this finding indicates that Bislama’s array of different meanings for 
the same word can be an affordance for English language learners, particularly (as 
was the case with Sweba) if these different meanings can be transferred into English 
in the correct context.  
 Finally, Sweba also correctly uses the word ‘lava’ which Marley had elicited 
from the children in Bislama the week before (see Excerpt 5.2). This suggests that 
this dialogue between Marley and the children was also memorable and infers the 
effectiveness of Marley’s use of Bislama within the classroom discourse to scaffold 
their discussion, and ultimately develop their understanding of the danger of 
volcanoes. However, the concept of danger does not appear in Sweba’s recount and 
the fact that Sweba used both of these words (angry & lava) when the other children 
did not, indicates that her recount is not real. This is evident due to the fact that, no 
one, especially a child, would be going near a volcano that appears ‘angry’ and is 
expelling lava. This implies therefore that Sweba has drawn instead from the 
resources available to her for at least two of her lexical choices, in this case, her 
teacher’s classroom discourse on the related vocabulary. This powerfully indicates 
the influence that Marley’s use of Bislama has had not only on the children’s 
learning, but also on their lexical choices in their writing. I turn now to examine an 
example from the Grade 5/6 class where Casey also used Bislama for the purpose of 
developing vocabulary meaning and fostering a shared identity, and how this also 
had an impact on the lexical choices in the young learners’ writing.  
5.2.2.5 Grade 5/6 Class: ‘To be poisoned’ 
At the beginning of the term in week 3 on Monday morning, Casey began a 
new unit from the Grade 6 textbook, ‘Investigation’ and taught the meaning of the 
phrase ‘to be poisoned’. In many ways, this excerpt reveals very similar vocabulary 
instruction patterns to Excerpt 5.1 where Casey teaches the word ‘environment’. 
Here, like in Excerpt 5.1, Casey initially elicits meaning from the children (line 3), 
and further elicits associative words (e.g. harm, sick, kill, kerosene, medicine, leaves) 
to build contextual meaning of the new vocabulary, and then repeats their responses 
to the class to confirm their ideas (lines 5-21). As Thornbury (2002) points out, 
retrieving ideas of word meaning helps to strengthen vocabulary learning, 
particularly the children’s memory of the word. Additionally, as in Excerpt 5.1, what 
Casey has achieved here is a degree of dialogic co-construction in English whereby 
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both the teacher and the children are working towards a common goal, namely 
building meaning of the word ‘poison’. However, this dialogic co-construction is 
limited given that the children’s responses are single words or phrases, rather than 
further explanations or opinions, as specified by Wells (1999) in regard to what 
dialogic co-construction entails.  
Excerpt 5.7. Grade 5/6. Week 3: Teaching the meaning of ‘to be poisoned’. 
Line Speaker  
1 T To be poisoned (6.0) somethi- we learned about poisons last week ah?  
2 C’ren Yes 
3 T Poisons are what? 
4 C1 (xxx) harm you 
5 T Something that can harm you? 
6 C’ren Yes 
7 T And… 
8 C2 Make you sick 
9 T Can make you sick 
10 C2 Can kill you 
11 T Can kill you? What are some of the poisons we talk about last time 
12 C’ren Kerosene 
13 T Kerosene 
14 C’ren Medicine 
15 T Medicine 
16 C’ren Battery! Battery… Lighter 
17 T Lighter 
18 C’ren Rat poison 
19 T Rat poison 
20 C’ren Leaves, leaves 
21 T Leaves, OK, those are things we talk about last time (1.5) Bae yumi save se gat ol  
22  samting tu we i stap (we know that there will be other things too) (2.0) like fish 
23  (2.0) some fish they, they, they are poisonous too ah? 
24 C’ren Yes 
25 T Yes, so to be poisoned it means that you are, to be poisoned is er (2.0) for you (0.5) to  
26  (1.5) lets say (1.0) ol gat ting rong (everything is wrong) this time (0.5) 
27  hem i stret lo Bislama (its clear in Bislama) to be poisoned ah?  
28 C3 Yes 
29 T To be poisoned minim se wan samting we yu hem i afektem bodi blo yu afta we 
  
   30  bin kakae ah? (means something that affects your body after you have eaten it,  
31      doesn't it?) 
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 Line Speaker  
   32 C’ren Yes 
33 T Like fish (2.0) We know that in Vanuatu you can eat some fish only ah? 
34 C’ren Yes 
35 T Look a while you must be careful when you are eating fish or else you will be  
36  poisoned (5.0). 
 
Nevertheless, the discourse being entirely in English by the teacher and the 
children for the first half of this excerpt is notable. It appears, as in the previous 
excerpts, that Casey, like Marley, chooses to structure the teaching of vocabulary in 
such a way that maximizes the use of English, often using it on many occasions first, 
before switching into Bislama. This indicates that Casey is aware of the need to 
provide opportunity for the children to use and practice English. As Casey stated in 
the post-observation interview, “in the [rural areas] you can only find English in the 
classroom… but the children they must try to speak English”. Indeed, as Littlewood 
and Yu (2011) confirm, for many English language learners, the classroom is often 
the only place where they have exposure to the TL. This highlights therefore one of 
the challenges in the context of rural Vanuatu which has been noted in research (e.g. 
Elley & Lumelume, 2009) and by the MOET (2014a) as being an issue for successful 
ELL.  
However, after eliciting what the children already know about ‘poison’ in 
English, Casey makes a number of switches to Bislama. The first switch occurs in 
line 21 when Casey switches into Bislama to acknowledge a number of other 
possibilities of what might be poisonous. This use of Bislama appears to neither 
develop vocabulary meaning nor be for classroom management purposes. It appears 
instead to be a statement that fosters a sense of shared identity. This can be seen in 
use of the word ‘yumi’, meaning ‘we’ (inclusive) which effectively draws together 
everyone in the classroom. Indeed, the topic of poison is a familiar concept in rural 
Vanuatu, particularly in terms of food and medicine. With rural Vanuatu having 
limited food stores, markets and health care, island culture dictates that everyone 
must grow and look for their own food or find their own medicine. It is common 
therefore, for many Ni-Vanuatu to be very knowledgeable of the flora and fauna that 
can be eaten, those that should be avoided, and those that can be used for medicinal 
purposes. Speaking in Bislama here then serves to decrease the level of social 
distance and effectively puts the teacher and the children on an equal social level. As 
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McGlynn and Martin (2009) found in their code-switching research in a similar 
‘English only’ context, the L1 was used frequently by the teacher to foster a shared 
cultural identity with the learners when discussing a topic pertinent to their own 
lifestyle and culture. Indeed, immediately following this switch in Bislama, Casey 
makes a suggestion that not only correlates closely with the storyline of ‘The Wrong 
Food’, but also contextualizes the concept of being poisoned within the context of 
Vanuatu, namely, ‘fish’ (line 22).  
Following this, Casey continues to use Bislama to mediate the learners’ 
understanding of ‘to be poisoned’. Casey begins to give a definition of ‘to be 
poisoned’ in English, but the many pauses and hesitations suggest how Casey is 
thinking about the best way to define the term and appears to struggle with it (line 
25). The fact that Casey is obviously wanting to provide a definition here is 
interesting, given how the children freely offered their ideas around ‘poison’ earlier 
in the excerpt. The reason for this may be for the purpose of clarification given the 
fact that a similar word can be found in Bislama – ‘poesen’ – which can have the 
same meaning as English, but its usual meaning is to refer to ‘black magic’; this 
Bislama meaning however was not referred to at all in the dialogue. Eventually, a 
definition is given in Bislama, ‘ol gat ting rong’ (everything is wrong; line 26) albeit 
in an anglicised form indicating influence from English which suggests consideration 
in providing meaning that is comprehensible to the young learners; although it is not 
clear if this anglicised form of Bislama was readily comprehensible to the children. 
What Casey appears to be doing at this point therefore is to draw on the resources of 
both English and Bislama to convey a particular concept, and by doing so, attempts 
to keep the class engaged and build understanding of the harm poisons can cause. As 
Rezvani and Rasekh (2011) and Qian et al. (2009) found in their code-switching 
research, teachers were found to use the L1 for engaging learners, sustaining interest, 
making meaning clearer and build understanding. However, this definition does not 
provide a complete view of what it means to be poisoned – i.e. a substance causing 
illness or death – but instead presents a more rudimentary interpretation which 
correlates closely with the answers offered by the children earlier (lines 4-11).  
Most notable however, is the unexpected statement Casey makes in Bislama 
almost immediately after giving this definition, namely: ‘hem i stret lo Bislama, to be 
poisoned ah?’ (it’s correct/clear in Bislama, to be poisoned, isn’t it?; line 27). This 
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 statement explicitly acknowledges to the children that vocabulary meaning is clearer 
when given in Bislama, thus informing them that the practice of using their own 
language to assist with new language learning is not only beneficial, but should be 
practiced. Like Marley, in Excerpt 5.6, the question tag at the end of the statement 
not only invites a response from the children, but also indicates how Casey might be 
assuming that they will agree, which one child does. Fundamentally, what this 
statement also does is qualify Casey’s own use of Bislama for the definition of ‘to be 
poisoned’ (albeit in its anglicised form in this instance). This adheres to a personal 
belief about using Bislama for building understanding of English vocabulary, as 
Casey stated in the post-observation interview: 
For children to learn English, its hard, very hard, unless they know how to 
speak Bislama… I found out already that when a child doesn't speak Bislama 
the child will find really hard in speaking English… because they have a 
mother tongue to speak and then they have Bislama, so when they learn 
English it's a new language altogether… so they must, for them to learn or 
know more English words or have a good knowledge of English, then we 
have to get them slowly from mother tongue, and then for them to learn 
English, but they have a Bislama language in the middle there, so they must 
know Bislama before they go to English… if they come out from mother 
tongue to English, it will be very, very hard. 
Casey acknowledges here that learning English is particularly hard for Ni-
Vanuatu children and argues that it is easier for them to learn English when they 
know Bislama. The words, “I found out already” suggest that Casey is basing this 
belief on observations and prior experience, and given Casey’s ten years teaching 
experience, this is notable. Additionally, in acknowledging the multilingualism of 
Ni-Vanuatu children and the order in which their languages are often learnt (i.e., first 
the ‘mother tongue’, then Bislama, and finally English), Casey perceives English as a 
new language, separate from Bislama and thus quite different. Yet with the words, 
“they have a Bislama language in the middle there, so they must know Bislama 
before they go to English”, Casey appears to be arguing here for a need to use 
Bislama as a ‘bridge’ to learning English, to effectively help to narrow a linguistic 
gap between the child’s own vernacular and English. This notion of Bislama as a 
‘bridge’ to learning English was also acknowledged by the MOET (2014b) in their 
workshop documentation when informing Ni-Vanuatu teachers of the new language 
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policy. Hence, although English is perceived as a “new language altogether”, 
Bislama is also being perceived as having affordances that can assist with ELL. From 
a sociocultural perspective then, Bislama is being viewed here as a culturally 
constructed artefact within the social and school community which is being 
perceived as a benefit for learning English. As Otwinowaska-Kasztelanic (2011) and 
Singleton and Aronin (2007) claim, it is the ability to perceive the linguistic 
resources and affordances of the learners’ own language which are fundamental to 
the success of new language learning. Indeed, later in the same interview, Casey 
explained how many Ni-Vanuatu can understand English being spoken to them, but 
can only answer in Bislama, indicating how this ‘linguistic bridge’ already assists 
communication between Ni-Vanuatu and foreigners. These beliefs around Bislama 
and English then appear to qualify Casey’s frequent use of Bislama to provide 
vocabulary meaning, particularly for giving explanations.  
 Indeed, returning to Excerpt 5.7, following the statement acknowledging how 
vocabulary meaning is clearer when given in Bislama, Casey immediately qualifies 
these personal views about Bislama further with an explanation in Bislama about 
poison (lines 29-30). This explanation builds on the previous definition in line 26, 
and provides a more complete meaning of ‘to be poisoned’, and complements the 
children’s answers in lines 4-11. This explanation also appears contextually linked to 
the concept of poisonous fish in Vanuatu, indicated by the word “kakae” (food). 
Casey then continues in English by returning to the concept of poisonous fish in 
Vanuatu, thus contextualizing the meaning of ‘to be poisoned’ within a familiar 
cultural situation, and ends by giving the children advice in English about taking care 
when selecting fish to eat. This excerpt therefore demonstrates a representative 
example of how Casey structures vocabulary teaching that, like Marley, maximizes 
the use of English, yet appears to switch into Bislama to mediate understanding of 
new vocabulary, thus indicating the value Casey places on Bislama to communicate 
vocabulary meaning. As Casey affirmed in the post-observation interview, “for a 
child to understand English better, I'm talking about vocabs, they will understand it 
better when we use Bislama”. Similarly, Conteh (2007) found in her study of a 
bilingual teacher in a multilingual primary classroom, that the observed teacher 
remarked how she would use her L1 primarily for ensuring that her learners 
understood the important concepts she was teaching.  
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 What this excerpt also demonstrates is an example of how Casey frequently 
used explanations, often within a familiar context, to give more information about 
the new vocabulary. Indeed, of all the explanations Casey gave in Bislama (37.6% of 
the total amount of Bislama spoken), over half of these (55%) were given within a 
familiar situation or scenario that contextualized the target vocabulary. As this 
excerpt demonstrates, Casey’s explanation was situated within the context of 
poisonous fish in Vanuatu, while also building on the children’s own ideas, thus 
revealing how both the teacher and the children were working towards the same goal 
(Berk & Winsler, 1995). As Graves, August and Mancilla-Martinez (2013) maintain, 
vocabulary instruction is likely to be more powerful and effective when teachers 
activate prior knowledge, and provide definitional and contextual information. 
Additionally, Nation (2001) asserts that there is strong support for teachers using the 
learners’ own language when teaching new vocabulary, “if this will provide a clear, 
simple, and brief explanation” (p.90). As Inbar-Lourie (2010) found in their research 
of teachers’ use of the L1 when teaching young EFL learners, the L1 was recognized 
by the teachers as a beneficial tool for learning. 
  Finally, it is notable that the phrase ‘to be poisoned’ is in the passive voice 
which Casey did not highlight or explain here, perhaps because the passive voice is 
introduced later in the English textbook and taught the following term. What this 
highlights therefore is how Casey focused more on teaching vocabulary meaning, 
and in fact, did not focus on the form of any of the new vocabulary in any of the 
observed lessons, highlighting a notable gap in Casey’s vocabulary teaching. 
Interestingly though, following this vocabulary lesson, the children chose to use the 
word ‘poison’ in various grammatical forms, including the passive, when writing 
about the story ‘The Wrong Food’ later in the same lesson. I turn now to discuss 
three of these writing samples. 
5.2.2.6 Clarissa, Valentina and Madeline’s Writing: ‘Poisoned; Poison; 
Poisoning’ 
Shortly after Casey had gone through all the vocabulary words, the class read 
the story ‘The Wrong Food’ together from their textbook (p.87-89), and were then 
instructed to draw and label a picture about the story. Of the eight participants in the 
Grade 5/6 class, three of the Grade 6 learners (Clarissa, Valentina & Madeline) 
included the word ‘poison’ in various forms in their writing.  
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Writing Sample 5.3. Clarissa (Grade 6): ‘The Wrong Food’. 
 
Pita’s dog was sick so he want to find out why his dog was sick. He walked around their house and 
saw fish bones on the ground under their house. Then he knew that his dog was poisoned by fish. 
 
 
Writing Sample 5.4. Valentina (Grade 6): ‘The Wrong Food’. 
 
One day Pita went to the sea to find out what is poison but his dog. So he find some of the poison fish 
laying in the beach. He think the fish must poison but his dog. 
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 Writing Sample 5.5. Madeline (Grade 6): ‘The Wrong Food’. 
 
This is Pita asking his Grandpa about poisoning of a tree. After asking his Grandpa he to his uncle. 
 
 
The most notable point in all these writing samples is how each young learner 
did not use any of the forms of ‘poison’ that Casey used when teaching this new 
word, or any of the written forms of ‘poison’ in the story in the grade six textbook. 
This information is summarised and colour coded in Table 5.2.  
Table 5.2 
Forms of the word ‘poison’ used in the teaching excerpt 
Casey, while teaching 
vocabulary  
‘The Wrong Food’ in the    
Grade 6 Textbook 
Grade 6 learner’s  
writing samples 
to be poisoned has/ve been poisoned was poisoned (Clarissa) 
poisons is poisoning poison (Valentina) 
poisonous has been poisoning poisoning (Madeline) 
will be poisoned got poisoned  
 
The writing excerpts reveal how Clarissa used the past passive ‘was poisoned’, 
Valentina used the finite, ‘poison’, as both a verb and an adjective, and Madeline 
used the present participle, ‘poisoning’. Since Casey did not bring to the children’s 
attention the grammatical form of ‘to be poisoned’, or explain how the word ‘poison’ 
can be a noun, a verb and changed into an adjective, it is interesting how each young 
learner has used the word in different grammatical forms in different ways. This 
indicates how they have drawn from their own grammatical knowledge, although it is 
possible that these children may have been influenced by the verb forms in either the 
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textbook or Casey’s discourse. I turn now to examine each learner’s work in more 
detail. 
Firstly, in Clarissa’s case, ‘was poisoned’ was used correctly both 
grammatically and semantically. This indicates that Clarissa has some background 
grammatical knowledge of word forms and was able to transfer Casey’s infinitive 
passive form ‘to be poisoned’, correctly into the past simple passive. Clarissa’s 
correct semantic use of the vocabulary also suggests that the way Casey structured 
the vocabulary teaching to include a definition and explanation in Bislama within a 
familiar context, along with their discussion of the events in the story, mediated 
Clarissa’s understanding of ‘to be poisoned’.  
Secondly, in contrast, Valentina used only the finite form ‘poison’, but did so 
three times, twice as a verb and once as an adjective. This suggests that, unlike 
Clarissa, Valentina’s grammatical knowledge of the different grammatical forms of 
‘poison’ is more limited, implied in how she attributed the same form of the word 
‘poison’ both as a verb and an adjective. Semantically however, Valentina 
demonstrates a sound knowledge of what ‘poison’ means, suggesting that Casey’s 
teaching of the concept was memorable and mediated her learning which is implied 
in how the word was used three times to refer to both the dog and the fish.   
Finally, while Madeline’s use of the present participle, ‘poisoning’, indicates 
possible influence from the textbook, namely: “Is anyone poisoning trees around 
here?”, grammatically, her writing is only partially correct suggesting, like 
Valentina, a limited knowledge of how to use ‘poison’ in different forms. 
Nevertheless, semantically, Madeline demonstrates, like Clarissa and Valentina, a 
sound knowledge of the conceptual meaning of ‘poisoning’, suggesting, as with 
Clarissa and Valentina, that Casey’s use of Bislama in teaching ‘to be poisoned’ 
helped to mediate her understanding of the new vocabulary for her to be able to 
confidently provide a summary of a particular event in the story.  
Overall, these excerpts indicate that for all these children the meaning of ‘to be 
poisoned’ was clear, and they were able to confidently write summaries of different 
sections of the story using the concept of ‘poison’ in various ways. This suggests that 
Casey’s elicitation of the meaning and examples of poison from the children and how 
this was built upon through a definition and explanation in Bislama, all within a 
familiar context, helped to scaffold and explicitly mediate the children’s 
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 understanding of what poisons are and the effect they can have. This confirms 
Graves et al.’s (2013) assertion that combining the elicitation of prior knowledge 
with definitions and contextual information is a powerful way to communicate and 
build vocabulary meaning. Indeed, the fact that three of the eight participants chose 
to write about ‘poison’ implies how Casey’s discussion about ‘poison’, both when 
teaching vocabulary and reading the story, may have been memorable for these 
children. These findings also confirm Casey’s own beliefs about using Bislama to 
communicate vocabulary meaning which perhaps motivates Casey’s choice to use 
Bislama to provide explanations rather than for giving definitions or translations. As 
Casey emphasized in the post-observation interview,  
I think when I use Bislama they understand the words better… Yes they 
understand the words better than when I explain the words in English… 
When I explain the word in Bislama, I can tell they can, they understand the 
word better.  
When questioned further about the words ‘I can tell’, Casey acknowledged that 
visible recognition and understanding could be seen on the children’s faces when 
Bislama was used to explain vocabulary which may encourage Casey to continue 
using it when teaching new vocabulary.  
However, while these writing samples demonstrate sound understanding of the 
meaning of ‘poison’, they also highlight the challenges young learners face when 
vocabulary form is not taught or highlighted alongside vocabulary meaning. 
Nevertheless, these young learners demonstrated creativity and the ability to 
experiment with different forms of ‘to be poisoned’ in how they used and adapted the 
concept in their writing. This indicates two things. Firstly, how Casey’s scaffolded 
approach and use of Bislama in communicating meaning had a positive influence on 
the children’s written English, encouraging them to use the word even without clear 
knowledge of its form, and secondly, how the children may have been influenced by 
grammar teaching in other English lessons during the week (not observed, but 
evident from work seen in their exercise books). It appears then, that although the 
children draw from their own grammatical knowledge in writing, a gap in Casey’s 
vocabulary teaching remains which could include more teaching on vocabulary form 
and how the vocabulary can be used in various contexts which would complement 
what is already being taught in regard to vocabulary meaning.  
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 To summarize, the previous three excerpts from Marley and Casey, along 
with the corresponding writing samples, reveal indications that the way they 
structured their vocabulary pedagogy had a positive influence on the children’s 
understanding of the new vocabulary which was evidenced in their writing. While 
both teachers maximized the use of English, they used Bislama as a linguistic 
resource to explicitly mediate their children’s understanding of the target vocabulary 
for both methodological and social purposes. Methodologically, Bislama was used 
for disciplining children, and building understanding of the new vocabulary through 
the use of translations, definitions and explanations, often within particular familiar 
contexts. Socially, Marley and Casey used Bislama to lower the degree of social 
distance and foster a shared cultural identity which drew on the children’s own 
history, social background and personal experiences. As Freeman Field (2008) 
argues, language cannot be separated from the identity that comes with that 
language, hence, switches into Bislama at these times reflect the negotiation of 
identities of both the teacher and the children in the classroom, as Ni-Vanuatu 
English speakers.  
Additionally, as each of the writing samples indicate, the new vocabulary 
taught appears to have been memorable, implied in how it appeared in their 
children’s writing, and demonstrated a sound understanding of the vocabulary’s 
meaning. Indeed, these excerpts and writing samples demonstrate how each teacher 
used Bislama to direct the children’s attention, or engage the children, and 
breakdown meaning into relative parts within a familiar context, in the process of 
communicating vocabulary meaning. Vygotsky (1994, p.212) explains this as “a 
basic and indispensable part of the process as a whole… [whereby] the functional use 
of words or other signs as means for actively directing attention” can be broken 
down and analysed in various ways. In terms of when Bislama was utilized to 
accomplish this, it seems each teacher preferred to use English first when possible, 
only switching into Bislama when they recognized a need to scaffold their children’s 
learning and adjusted the assistance accordingly. As Rogers and Rogers (2004) 
contend, scaffolding, as the metaphor suggests, is only applied when needed, and can 
be discarded when the learners demonstrate competence to continue without the 
additional assistance. Following these findings, I turn now to explore the final main 
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 category of scaffolding, exploring how the Ni-Vanuatu teachers transferred learning 
responsibility to their young learners.  
5.3 TRANSFERRING RESPONSIBILITY  
According to Van de Pol (2010), the concept of ‘transferring responsibility’ is 
a fundamental component of scaffolding and entails the process of teachers assisting 
their students to learn more independently, and to be more self-regulated and 
autonomous, as they explain: 
Responsibility for the performance of a task is gradually transferred to the 
learner… it can refer to students’ cognitive or metacognitive activities or to 
students’ affect. The responsibility for learning is transferred when a student 
takes increasing learner control. 
This aspect of scaffolding then, gradually removes assistance, depending on the 
learners’ own competence level, to allow the learners to take more control over their 
learning, and thus improve their learning development overall (Van de Pol, 2010). 
Similarly, using the term ‘promoting self-regulation’, Berk and Winsler (1995) claim 
this to be an important goal of scaffolding which gives power to the learners to 
regulate joint activity between their teacher or more competent peer and themselves. 
In terms of vocabulary teaching, Graves et al. (2013) point out, that with the many 
thousand words learners may need to learn, it is fundamentally essential that teachers 
assist their learners to be more independent in their vocabulary learning.  One way 
this is achieved is through the teaching of vocabulary learning strategies. An example 
of one such teaching episode that demonstrates how the teacher was aiming to 
transfer the responsibility of learning to the children can be seen in Casey’s class.   
5.3.1 Grade 5/6 Class: Promoting independent learning 
Exactly one week after Casey taught ‘to be poisoned’ from the unit 
‘Investigation’, another set of nine new vocabulary words were taught, this time 
based on a different story from the textbook. At the end of this lesson, Casey gave 
some instructions to the children with the aim of teaching them to take more control 
over their vocabulary learning.  
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Excerpt 5.8. Grade 5/6. Week 4: Promoting independent learning. 
Line Speaker  
1 T OK, can we go through our words again, we have immediately… [CHILDREN  
2  READ ALL THE WORDS IN UNISON ON THE BOARD (17.5)] Can we take 
3  down those words into our er vocabulary books first [CHILDREN TALKING IN 
4  BISLAMA & ENGLISH (40.0)] After you do, we do er exercise on vocabulary, 
5  meanings of words, then you have to write down the meanings of words (1.0) 
6  into your vocabulary book ah? 
7 C’ren Yes 
8 T Next to the words that you have learnt (1.0) minim se neks taem, taem yu   
9  kam acrosem wod ia yu save wanem nao (1.0) wot hem i min (the names, 
10  next time when you come across this word, you will know what they mean) 
11  (2.0) So last time we will do matching exercise, after that you should be 
12  writing the meanings of the words into your vocabulary book [CHIDLREN 
13  COPYING DOWN THE WORDS IN THEIR BOOKS. TEACHER WALKING 
14  AROUND THE CLASS MONITORING THEIR PROGRESS (3 min)] The 
15  words on the blackboard, you, you know, supos yu forgetem mining blo 
16  hem, yu yu yu, yu no raetem yet… (If you forget the meaning of them, you, 
17  you, you, you, you haven’t written them yet…) 
18 C’ren Yes 
19 T Yes? We’re going to go writing exercise tomorrow, we’re going to do the (1.0)  
20  exercise and then you just (0.5) write down the meanings in your books ah? 
21  Se bae mi lanem blo yu save wanem wod nomo (So I can learn what words you 
22  actually know) (8.5) Have you copied them down? 
23 C’ren Yes  
24 T Right. We’re going to go through the er words again tomorrow, and then you  
25  can write down the meanings (8.5) When you finished, put your er vocabulary 
26  er books away (17.0) Can we read through the poem ‘Mother Goose’… 
 
After the children had recited all the new vocabulary words, reading them off 
the board, Casey instructs them in English to copy the words down in their 
vocabulary books (lines 2-3), using the modal auxiliary ‘can’ with the assumption 
that the children will do as they are asked. These small (size A6) homemade books 
consisted of no more than a dozen pages stapled together which the children had 
elaborately decorated with their names and colourful drawings or patterns on the 
front cover, indicating the pride they took over their books, even though they were 
handmade. Following this initial instruction, Casey gives the children almost a 
minute to locate their vocabulary books and begin copying the words down. A 
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 second instruction is then given in English (lines 4-6) where Casey explains what 
they would be doing in the next vocabulary lesson and uses the words “you have to 
write down the meanings of the words… next to the words that you have learnt” to 
communicate a strong obligation and the necessity to do that this task. What Casey is 
doing here is teaching the children a vocabulary learning strategy to assist their 
ability to remember the word forms and their meanings. As Thornbury (2002) 
delineates, developing a ‘form-meaning connection’ is important for learning 
vocabulary since learners need to not only know the meaning of words and their 
forms, but also be able to connect them both together. Hence, as Nation (2001) 
argues, it is very helpful for learners to visually see the word’s form and meaning 
simultaneously at the initial stages of learning. However, at this stage of the 
children’s vocabulary learning, Casey only instructed the children to write down the 
words – the meanings would have been written down next to these words the 
following day (see lines 19-20). This then would have resulted in what Thornbury 
(2002) calls a ‘gap’ between the presentation of the word’s form and its meaning 
which he claims may result in the learners being less likely to make the necessary 
form-meaning connections. 
Interestingly, Casey immediately follows this up with a statement in Bislama 
(lines 8-9) which explains the importance of why they ‘have to’ do this, and appears 
to assume two things. Firstly the words ‘neks taem’ (next time) point to the future, 
implying an assumption that the children will come across these words again. 
Secondly, the words ‘yu save wanem nao… hem i min’ (you will know what they 
mean), suggests an assumption that the process of writing down the meanings next to 
each word will be an effective way of learning and remembering word knowledge. 
Hence, this explanation appears to support Thornbury (2002) and Nation’s (2001) 
argument about the need to make a form-meaning connection.  
What is particularly interesting about this explanation however, is the fact that 
it is given in Bislama rather than English. Firstly, using Bislama ensures that all the 
children fully understand what is being said which reinforces not only the instruction 
given in English so there is no confusion, but the importance of the task itself. This 
may also indicate a lack of confidence on the part of Casey that the children will 
fully understand and appreciate the reasons behind the task. As the elaborately 
decorated homemade vocabulary books themselves suggest, this is a routine task and 
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therefore, Casey appears to be using Bislama here as a scaffolding tool to mediate the 
children’s understanding of the learning process. Similarly, Nagy and Robertson 
(2009) also found in their research on code-switching in a primary classroom, that 
one of the teachers they observed used the L1 extensively after asking her learners to 
copy their vocabulary words down. This use of the L1 was for giving further 
instructions and to check that the task had been done which Nagy and Robertson 
(2009) saw as evidence that this teacher did not have complete assurance that her 
learners would have been able to understand her English instructions.  
Secondly, Casey’s use of Bislama for this explanation may also be serving as a 
way of mediating self-regulation with the aim of transferring the responsibility of 
vocabulary learning to the children. As Qian et al. (2009) argue in their discussion of 
the research findings of code-switching in a primary classroom, inter-sentential code-
switching is most often used intentionally, and carries with it social meaning which 
can decrease the level of social distance and effectively reinforce and bolster a sense 
of solidarity. The decision to use Bislama to communicate why the task is important 
therefore, appears to create a sense of solidarity between Casey and the children by 
decreasing the level of social distance which sounds less intimidating and so may 
result in having an encouraging influence on the children to take this vocabulary 
learning strategy on board. As Tamata (1996) concludes from her code-switching 
research in Fiji, code-switching can be useful in ‘English only’ contexts as a “viable 
instructional and learning strategy” (p.100).  
Indeed, this sense of encouragement to be more self-regulated can also be seen 
elsewhere in this excerpt. Casey repeats the second instruction in English  (lines 11-
12), this time using a weaker form of obligation, ‘you should be writing the 
meanings of the words’, thus communicating that this is both beneficial and 
important. After giving time for the children to copy the words down and walking 
around the classroom checking their progress, Casey then follows this instruction 
with another Bislama statement (lines 15-16). Like the previous utterance in Bislama 
(lines 8-9), this statement also explains why this task is so important, by reassuring 
the children that writing the words down will help guard against forgetting what the 
words mean, but then reminds the children that this will be completed in the next 
lesson. What Casey appears to be doing here is adding further value to the task, thus 
promoting the benefit of being self-regulated. By doing this in Bislama, it is clear 
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 that Casey aims to transfer the responsibility of learning to the children, through 
continuing to ensure that everyone understands the benefit of this learning process, 
while strengthening a sense of solidarity, and so encouraging the children to be more 
independent in their own learning.  
Finally, towards the end of the excerpt, Casey reminds the children again about 
how they will complete this activity in the next lesson and again repeats the 
instruction given in lines 5-6 (line 20). This time Casey uses an imperative with ‘just’ 
to reassure the children and convey the simplicity of the task. Casey then makes an 
inter-sentential switch into Bislama which provides an added purpose for doing this 
task – namely for the teacher to have a record of the words the children are learning. 
Communicating this purpose in Bislama not only ensures that the children clearly 
understand this point, but also reduces the level of social distance as Casey indicates 
an interest and care in the children's vocabulary learning process; thus adding to the 
task’s value. The excerpt ends with Casey reiterating the whole learning process in 
English and asking the children to put their vocabulary books away. 
Overall, what is notable about this excerpt is not the fact that all the 
explanations are in English and are not translated into Bislama as was found in other 
research literature of code-switching in primary contexts (cf. Kang, 2008; Nagy & 
Robertson, 2009; Rezvani & Rasekh, 2011; Inbar-Lourie, 2010), it is how Casey uses 
Bislama to explain why following these instructions are so important and beneficial. 
It appears clear from this excerpt that Casey is aiming at transferring the 
responsibility of vocabulary learning to the children, through a use of Bislama that 
not only mediates understanding of the learning process, but also encourages the 
children at the same time, through building a sense of solidarity. This seems evident 
in how Bislama was used almost immediately after three successive times 
instructions were given in English to write the meanings of the words. Incidentally, it 
was observed during this time that all the children were very attentive to Casey, and 
took their time to copy neatly all the new vocabulary words from the blackboard into 
their vocabulary books which they carefully put away at the end of the lesson. While 
the following lesson was not observed where the children would have copied down 
the meanings next to the words, their close attention and pride in their work observed 
in this excerpt, indicates how Casey’s use of Bislama to explain the value of the task 
had made an impression on the children. Although this was the only example found 
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in the classroom observations from both teachers of actively scaffolding vocabulary 
learning to promote self-regulation, this finding indicates other noteworthy social and 
methodological purposes for using Bislama as a culturally constructed artefact, to 
help communicate a valuable educational process that extends beyond providing 
vocabulary meaning and engaging the young learners. As Lantolf (2004) suggests, 
social interaction that applies the use of culturally constructed artefacts play a 
fundamental role in learning development. 
5.4 CONCLUSION  
This chapter has explored how often, when and for what purpose the Ni-Vanuatu 
teachers used Bislama while teaching vocabulary, as a scaffolding tool for mediating 
English vocabulary learning, and to what extent this use of Bislama was evident in 
the young learners’ lexical choices in their written English. This analysis and 
discussion has been organized according to three main categories of the ‘Language 
Scaffolding Tools for Vocabulary Teaching’ (Table 3.2), namely, ‘incorporating 
dialogic co-construction’, ‘structuring vocabulary pedagogy’, and ‘transferring 
responsibility’ (Berk & Winsler, 1995; Tharp & Gallimore, 1988; Wood et al., 1976; 
Wells, 1999a; Van de Pol et al., 2010). These language scaffolding ‘tools’ are 
understood as a means of embracing the co-constitutive relationship between social 
interaction and the use of Bislama as a culturally constructed artefact or tool, for 
scaffolding the meaning of new vocabulary (Kozulin, 2003; Lantolf, 2004). 
Therefore, while scaffolding itself has been conceptualized and defined in different 
ways, it has been theoretically understood in this analysis as the process of 
structuring teaching that incorporates dialogic co-construction and the use of 
mediating artefacts to enable learners to complete a task or achieve a goal 
independently, that they could not easily accomplish on their own (Mercer and 
Fisher, 1993; Van de Pol et al., 2010; Wells, 1999a; Wood et al., 1976). Overall, the 
analysis found that the Ni-Vanuatu teachers used Bislama: 
• An average of approximately one fifth of the time (G3: 18.7%; G5/6: 
22%), of which 79.3% was used for building understanding of new 
vocabulary, and 19.4% used for classroom management purposes. 
• Usually after using English first, only switching to Bislama when they 
recognized a need to adjust the amount of assistance.  
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 • As a linguistic resource to scaffold vocabulary learning for both 
methodological and social purposes, as follows:  
Methodologically:  
• As a linguistic resource in questions, not only to engage the children and 
scaffold the class discussion, but to prompt their thinking for building 
meaning of the target vocabulary, often through the use of associative 
vocabulary words. 
• To build understanding of vocabulary meaning through the use of 
translations, definitions and explanations, often within particular familiar 
contexts, drawing on the children’s own history, social backgrounds and 
personal experiences. 
• To repeat the children’s ideas for the benefit of the whole class to hear, 
and for the purpose of engaging the children, confirming an answer, and 
attributing competence. 
• To mediate the importance and benefits of independent vocabulary 
learning. 
• To ensure that all the children fully understand the benefit and importance 
of the learning process. 
• To discipline children 
Socially: 
• To maintain and foster a shared cultural identity  
• To lower the degree of social distance  
• To boost children’s confidence. 
• To give indirect approval and praise. 
• To create and strengthen a sense of solidarity between the teacher and the 
children to provide an encouraging influence on the children to be more 
independent. 
Therefore, the teachers’ use of Bislama was found to have a positive influence 
that mediated the children’s understanding of the new vocabulary, as evidenced in 
the writing samples detailed in this chapter (e.g. Gretel [share]; Sweba [anger]; 
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Clarissa, Valentina & Madeline [poison]). Additionally, as a culturally constructed 
artefact, Bislama appears to have a number of affordances when used for teaching 
new vocabulary, as both a methodological and social scaffolding tool. Chapter 6 
considers these affordances of Bislama further through an analysis and discussion of 
the children’s writing samples, and also reflects on the challenges Bislama might also 
present to young English language learners. 
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Chapter 6: Exploring the Influences of 
Bislama on Lexical Choices in 
the Children’s Writing 
Chapter 5 explored the teachers’ use of Bislama while teaching vocabulary, 
and to what extent this influence was evident in the children’s writing. This chapter 
further focuses on these writing samples and others, to examine in more detail the 
influences of Bislama on the children’s written English. Specifically, from the 24 
writing samples selected for analysis, this chapter explores 21 samples from 12 
children (8 samples from 5 G3 children; 5 samples from 3 G5 children; and 8 
samples from 8 G6 children). To guide this analysis, the third research sub-question 
was applied, as follows: 
What influences of Bislama are evident in young learners’ lexical choices in 
their written English in a rural Vanuatu primary classroom? 
iii. To what extent are the teachers’ use of Bislama and the influences of Bislama 
more generally evident in the young learners’ lexical choices in their written 
English?  
As outlined in Chapter 3, central to Gibson’s theory of affordances (1977; 
1986) is the notion of perception whereby the process of language learning is more 
successful when the learners recognize and utilize the linguistic affordances (such as 
cognates) available in their environment (Otwinowaska-Kasztelanic, 2011; 
Segalowitz, 2001; Singleton and Aronin, 2007). As such, this theoretical foundation 
incorporates the interplay between the linguistic affordances within the learner’s 
linguistic environment, and how these are perceived and utilized.  
This is echoed in the literature on lexical transfer which is defined as how word 
knowledge from one language influences the knowledge or choice of words used in 
another language (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2010). Here, scholars concur that learners’ 
perceptions of linguistic similarities and differences between their own language and 
the target language (TL), and utilizing them, is the foundation for successful 
learning, and affects how the role of transfer itself can be used as a learning strategy 
(Ringbom, 2007; Ringbom & Jarvis, 2009; Treffers-Daller, 2012). As Ringbom 
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 (2007) contends, the similarities or the differences perceived by the learners can 
provide “an essential aid, not a troublesome obstacle for learning a new language” 
(p.2).  
Therefore, combining Gibson’s theory of affordances and the concept of 
lexical transfer offers a theoretical framework for examining on a micro level how 
Bislama, as a culturally constructed artefact, is influencing the learners’ English 
language writing. Additionally this framework which conceptually underpinned the 
interview questions, also allows consideration of how the Ni-Vanuatu young 
learners, teachers and the school principal perceive Bislama within the context of 
English language learning (ELL) in rural Vanuatu. This is important due to the 
educational context of Vanuatu whereby concerns among stakeholders continue to 
surround Bislama’s use in education despite recent language policy changes which 
give Bislama more space in English language classrooms.  
This chapter is therefore organized according to the two main types of lexical 
transfer, namely: formal lexical transfer which focuses on aspects of word form that 
are transferred (e.g. morphology, orthography and phonology), and semantic lexical 
transfer which concerns the transfer of word meaning (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2010; 
Ringbom, 2001). As such, the first section focuses on instances of formal lexical 
transfer examining instances of lexical borrowing and the ensuing use of cognates, 
coinage and false cognates in which I explore the morphological, phonological and 
orthographic influences from Bislama in the children’s writing. In the second section, 
I examine instances of a combination of formal and semantic lexical transfer, 
analysing the lexical choices that appear to contain Bislama influence in terms of 
meaning, along with particular morphological, orthographical and phonological 
influences from Bislama. Examining these aspects of word knowledge is useful for 
exploring the similarities and differences between Bislama and English, and 
consequently determining what affordances or challenges Bislama offers. Interview 
data from the children, teachers and the school principal are incorporated throughout 
the discussion of the writing samples, for the purpose of examining how these 
similarities and differences between Bislama and English are perceived.  
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6.1 EXPLORING INSTANCES OF FORMAL LEXICAL TRANSFER IN 
THE CHILDREN’S WRITING 
The concept of formal lexical transfer is fundamental to the analysis of the 
writing samples, given its focus on how the morphology, orthography and phonology 
of the learners’ own language influences their lexical choices when writing or 
speaking in the new language they are learning (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2010; Ringbom, 
2001). As Jarvis and Pavlenko (2010) point out, learners assume there are similarities 
of lexical form when they perceive their own language and the new language they 
are learning to be more alike and comparable in terms of morphology, orthography 
and phonology. According to Jarvis and Pavlenko (2010) and Ringbom (2001), 
formal lexical transfer can therefore be identified through the use of lexical 
borrowing, resulting in the use of false cognates, cognates and by coining a new 
word through the blending of a word in the new language with a word in their own 
language.  
From the 24 writing samples selected for analysis, 19 reveal indications of 
formal lexical transfer from Bislama. Table 6.1 below provides further details of 
these indications of formal lexical transfer. Since many of the writing samples 
indicated evidence of more than one type of Bislama influence, for the purpose of 
clarity in this table, each type of Bislama influence has been presented separately 
with each instance of formal lexical transfer highlighted in yellow accordingly; hence 
some writing samples from particular children appear more than once in the table. 
Thus, the total number of instances of formal lexical transfer amount to 39.  
What is immediately visually apparent from this summary in Table 6.1, is the 
larger amount and greater variety of instances of Bislama influence from the G3 
children (as seen in the darker coloured cells), compared to the fewer instances from 
the G5/6 children which may reflect more knowledge of English among the G5/6 
learners. Overall, the writing samples revealed a frequent use of lexical borrowing 
totalling 79.4% of the extent of Bislama influence which include both the use of 
cognates and coinage (35.8%) and false cognates (43.5%). Additionally, the writing 
samples also reveal indications of recurrent phonological confusion (20.5%) which 
resulted in the wrong English words being used.  
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 Table 6.1 
Summary of the types of formal lexical transfer in the writing samples (Darker shaded areas = G3) 
Type of 
Influence 
 
Grade/ 
Name of 
Child 
Genre/ 
Writing Task 
Bislama 
Word & 
Meaning 
Lexical Choice in Writing  
(Highlighted in yellow, as they appear in 
the writing verbatim. Bislama words in 
bold) 
 
Lexical 
Borrowing: 
 
Cognates & 
Coinage 
 
35.8% 
G3: 
Louise 
Recount/ 
Children’s 
Experience 
Foldaon 
(fall over) 
… a coconut foll ont the my 
bauksidsids… 
G3: 
Penny 
 
Recount/ 
Children’s 
Experience 
 
Afta  
(and then) 
… I go down and play some came and 
after I go fishing… 
Blad  
(blood) 
… I cut the hand for my frind and blaod 
was struggled down her face… 
G3: 
Jason 
 
Recount/ 
Children’s 
Experience 
Trak 
(vehicle/car) 
… I hear a TRUCK20 and I shout… 
Recount/ Visit 
to a Volcano 
Hol (hole) … we look down to the holl of the 
volcano…  
Smok 
(smoke) 
… and the volcano smoke … 
G3: 
Jerald 
Recount/ 
Fairness 
Wok (work) … I am wokking in the garden and my 
brother were go to play… 
 
G5: 
Cadie 
Narrative/ 
Who Caught 
Whom 
 
Rop 
(string/rope) 
…than the man say cut out to rop on my 
leg. So his wife cut out. the rop on his 
leg. 
G6: 
Madeline 
Narrative/ 
Who Caught 
Whom 
… He tided the rop string around his leg 
and went to sleep… 
G5: 
Tabitha  
 
Narrative/ 
Who Caught 
Whom 
Sanbij 
(sand) 
… While the oldmen and his wife we 
sitting on the san… 
Letter/ Letter 
to Stephen 
Mane 
(money) 
… And I will keep the maney to pay my 
clothes And some books. Thanky very 
much for the maney… 
G6: 
Valentina 
Letter Blong 
(possessor 
of) 
… I think the goldring blongs to you...  
 
Lexical 
Borrowing: 
 
False 
Cognates 
 
43.5% 
 
G3: 
Jerald 
Recount/ 
Fairness 
 
Swim 
(wash/ 
bathe) 
1. I go to swim wash in the sea and my 
sister is playing… 
G3: 
Sweba 
Recount/ 
Children’s 
Experience 
… And we came home we went to the 
garden after we went to garden we came 
hame we went to swim 
After swimming we went to cook our 
food and we eat the food and we go to 
bed.  
G3: 
Louise  
 
Recount/ 
Children’s 
Experience 
Baksaed  
 (back – as 
in body part) 
I went to wuas a pat anb a coconut foll 
ont the my bauksidsids 
I went crying and crying my bopther 
came what happen I saib a coconut fall 
no the bauksidsids… 
 
 
20 It is impossible to transport a truck to Menua Lava. At the time of data collection, less than 5 utes 
were on Menua Lava; there were no cars.  
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Type of 
influence 
 
Grade/ 
Name of 
child 
Genre/ 
Writing Task 
Bislama 
Word & 
Meaning 
Lexical choice made in writing  
(Highlighted in yellow, as they appear in 
the writing verbatim. Bislama words in 
bold) 
 
Lexical 
Borrowing: 
 
False 
Cognates 
Continued 
 
43.5% 
 
G3: 
Louise  
 
Recount/ Visit 
to a Volcano 
So [sɒ]  
(Saw, a tool for 
cutting – It is 
highly unlikely 
that the children 
are confusing 
‘so’ the tool, 
with ‘saw’ as in 
‘see’. This 
appears to be a 
spelling error 
with perhaps 
some influence 
from Bislama 
phonology)  
1. in the vodocn we so a dig Eolfish and 
Prawn 
2. we climeb the mountainain anb we so 
a big hot fire 
3. we so a dig smoke in a volcano… 
G3: 
Jason 
Recount/ Visit 
to a Volcano 
We went up to the vacano and we so a 
big lake… and we so a big red rocke… 
in the big lake we so a eelfish and 
prawn. 
G3: 
Gretel 
Recount/ 
Fairness 
Was [wɒs]    
(To wash 
something) 
I was my clothes with my friend… I 
was the clothes but my friend go and 
play… I was the plate and my friend go 
and play 
G5: 
Valeny 
Narrative/ 
Who Caught 
Whom 
Strong 
(Difficult/ 
strong/ 
loudly/ 
tough/harsh) 
… He tried to hold the stone but it was 
pulling strong… 
G6: 
Valentina 
Narrative/ 
Who Caught 
Whom 
… When he was sleeping the shark pull 
strong the string and the oldman fly 
throught the door… 
G5: 
Tabitha 
Narrative/ 
Who Caught 
Whom 
We [wε] 
(Who/which/ 
that–
confusion 
with ‘were’) 
… While the oldmen and his wife we 
sitting on the san… 
 
Type of 
influence 
 
Grade/ 
Name of 
child 
Genre/ 
Writing Task  
Area of 
Confusion  
Lexical choice made in writing  
(Highlighted in yellow, as they appear in 
the writing verbatim) 
 
Phonological 
Confusion 
 
20.5% 
 
G3: 
Gretel 
Recount/ Visit 
to a Volcano 
Confusing 
‘i’ with ‘ea’ 
… One day I went to look animal leave 
[live] in the lake… 
G3: 
Penny 
Recount/ 
Fairness 
Confusing 
‘holes’ with 
‘holds’ 
… my mother dig the holds [holes]… 
Recount/ 
Children’s 
Experience 
Confusing 
‘g’ with ‘c’ 
… I go down and play some came 
[game]… 
 
Confusing 
‘when’ & 
‘went’ 
… Went home agin went [when] I reach 
my house and I cook my fish 
 
G3: 
Jason 
Recount/ 
Children’s 
Experience 
… Went [when] I was little… 
G6: Sally 
 
Narrative/ 
Wano’s Shark 
Confusing 
‘when’ & 
‘went’ 
One day they went down to the sea. to 
swim went [when] their mother were 
moving the fire...  
Narrative/ 
Who Caught 
Whom 
… And she when [went] outside… 
G6: 
Madeline 
Narrative/ 
Who Caught 
Whom 
Confusing 
‘e’ with ‘i’ 
Once upon a time a old man and his wife 
lived biside [beside] the sea 
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Table 6.1 also reveals the variety of genres of the children’s writing tasks. 
From the 24 writing samples selected for analysis, not surprisingly, the various 
narrative and personal recount writing tasks were dominant with only letter writing 
providing an alternative style of writing. Of the writing samples that were not 
suitable for analysis in this study, alternative genres included writing notes about the 
environment as part of a group work activity, and creating a poster (G5/6). This 
finding reflects not only the design of the English curriculum and textbooks, but also 
the oral story-sharing culture of Melanesians. Despite the dominance of narrative and 
personal recount genres, each separate writing task had a different topic, and thus 
required a wide variety of vocabulary. The analysis of these writing samples 
therefore, offer a notable contribution to research on the use of vocabulary in 
EFL/ESL children’s writing, given that much of the previous research has only 
examined writing from a limited selection of genres and samples which were elicited 
in test taking conditions (cf. Horst & Collins, 2006; Olinghouse & Leaird, 2008; 
Stæhr, 2008). I turn now to examine these different types of formal lexical transfer 
evident in the children’s writing in more detail.  
6.1.1 “Sometimes I have seen Bislama words in their writing”. Examining the 
use of lexical borrowing in the children’s written English  
To begin, the concept of lexical borrowing is useful for exploring why the 
young learners might be using Bislama words in their writing. As noted in Chapter 2, 
the practice of lexical borrowing appears to be complex, as it can be done either 
unintentionally, or overtly and consciously with no social significance (Benson, 
2002; Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2010; Marian & Kaushanskaya, 2007; Myers-Scotton, 
2007; Thirusanku and Melor, 2013). Instances of lexical borrowing can include 
words from the learners’ own language that are linguistically distant from the new 
language, resulting in obvious errors in speech and writing (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 
2010). However, there can also be instances of borrowing from the learner’s own 
language which are linguistically similar to the new language which can result in the 
occurrence of cognates, coining and false cognates. In this section I first present 
instances of the children’s use of cognates and how some of these words show 
indications of coinage. Secondly, I examine the use of false cognates in the 
children’s writing. 
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6.1.1.1 The use of cognates and coining in the children’s writing 
As Chapter 2 outlined, cognates are words from the L1 that have the same 
linguistic derivation in terms of both form and meaning to the TL (Otwinowska-
Kasztelanic, 2011). From the writing samples selected for analysis, numerous 
instances of cognate use were found in the children’s writing as Table 6.1 details. 
Many of these instances of cognate use showed indications of coining, defined as the 
blending of a word from the learners’ own language and a word from the new 
language they are learning (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2010). Examining the use of cognates 
and coinage in the children’s writing is fundamental to the analysis of the writing 
samples, given their specific focus on the morphological, phonological and 
subsequent orthographical influences of Bislama on the children’s written English. 
From the summary presented in Table 6.1, I present here examples from three 
writing samples from the G3 class, and four writing samples from the G5/6 classes, 
chosen for their notable indications of Bislama influence.  
Firstly, in Jason’s recount of his visit to see a volcano, a number of instances of 
lexical borrowing can be seen in his writing. While this piece of writing 
demonstrates a number of different types of errors, such as the word ‘so’ (see Table 
6.1) and a lack of any punctuation, it is cohesive and for the most part, the spelling 
and syntax is correct, indicating a developing grasp of English spelling conventions 
and syntax.  
Writing Sample 6.1. Jason (Grade 3): Visit to a Volcano. 
 
… we look down to the 
holl of the volcano and 
we so a big red rocke 
and the volcano smoke  
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 A particularly notable instance of lexical borrowing is Jason’s use of the 
Bislama word ‘smok’ (smoke). Originally, Jason wrote ‘smoke’ correctly, but then 
rubbed out the final ‘e’, resulting in the noun in Bislama. This indicates how Bislama 
has phonologically influenced Jason’s writing and it is easy to imagine Jason writing 
the word ‘smoke’ correctly in English, then saying the word to himself in Bislama 
and rubbing out the ‘e’, simply because he could not ‘hear’ it. Another example of 
this can be seen in the word ‘holl’ (hole) which like ‘smok’, has no ‘e’, further 
implying notable phonological influence from Bislama. Indeed, the word for ‘hole’ 
in Bislama is ‘hol’, and the double ‘ll’ at the end of ‘holl’ may have been influenced 
by the word ‘hill’ which was written in the sentence before. These borrowings of 
Bislama cognates and the resulting overgeneralizations in Jason’s spelling also 
demonstrate a degree of creativity in his developing knowledge of English which as 
Lightbown and Spada (2006) contend, is a distinct characteristic of a learner’s 
interlanguage. 
Similarly, in a different writing task where the children were asked to recount 
an experience when they were hurt or injured21, Louise wrote ‘a coconut foll on… 
my [back]’ (see Table 6.1). The word for ‘fall’ in Bislama is ‘foldaon’, a cognate that 
differs both in phonology and spelling. Nevertheless, Louise’s use of the word ‘foll’ 
suggests how Bislama has influenced her spelling of this word phonologically, along 
with an awareness of the correct spelling of ‘fall’ with the use of the double ‘l’ at the 
end of the word. Indeed, later in the same writing sample, Louise wrote ‘fall’ 
correctly. 
It appears then that for Jason and Louise, phonological confusion between 
Bislama and English may be an underlying cause of these lexical borrowings with a 
lack of phonemic awareness of English, in this case, the sound /əʊ/ as in ‘smoke’ and 
‘hole’, the sound /ɔː/ as in fall, along with a limited knowledge of silent letters at the 
end of words. This confusion also appears evident in the extra ‘e’ written at the end 
of ‘rocke’ in Jason’s writing. Given Bislama’s phonology which usually applies the 
short vowel sounds, Jason’s writing appears to demonstrate an example of one of the 
challenges of Bislama that can arise when the learners do not have sound phonemic 
awareness of English, and knowledge of alternative spelling conventions. As Llach 
21 The writing task stemmed from Unit 9 First Aid, in the English Language Year 3 Pupil’s Book. 
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(2005) found in her research of young German learners of English, they overlooked 
numerous orthographical and phonological differences between German and English, 
and consequently used German spelling conventions in their English writing, 
resulting in more opportunity for lexical transfer to eventuate. It has been proposed 
therefore that such learners would benefit if teachers highlight the differences and 
similarities between the learners’ L1 and the TL in order to improve vocabulary 
learning, particularly with spelling and phonemics (Llach, 2005; Otwinowaska-
Kasztelanic, 2011).  
 Another notable example of lexical borrowing and coinage can be seen in 
Jerald’s writing of fair and unfair situations (as detailed in Section 5.2.2.2 in Chapter 
5) with the use of the word ‘wokking’, in the sentence, ‘I am wokking in the garden’.  
Writing Sample 6.2. Jerald (Grade 3): Fairness. 
 
~ I am wokking in the garden… 
 
Here, Jerald appears to have combined the Bislama word ‘wok’ (meaning 
‘work’) with the last part of the English word ‘working’ and coined a new word, 
‘wokking’. While this might imply a simple spelling error by omitting the ‘r’ 
indicating an example of Jerald’s developing interlanguage, the pronunciation of 
‘work’ in Bislama, namely /wɒk/, offers a more likely explanation for this spelling 
error. ‘Wok’ in Bislama and ‘work’ in English are cognates and only differ slightly 
phonologically and orthographically. Therefore it appears that Jerald who is 
apparently unclear of the correct spelling of ‘working’, has been influenced by 
Bislama phonologically initially and has then added the suffix ‘ing’ and a double ‘k’ 
(perhaps from prior knowledge of English spelling patterns in words that contain a 
double consonant in the middle), to create a new word which phonologically and 
semantically communicates the desired meaning. This suggests, similar to Jason and 
Louise’s writing, that Jerald perceives the phonological similarities between Bislama 
and English regarding the word ‘work’. As Graves, August & Mancilla-Martinez 
(2013) notes, learners “are more likely to recognize cognate pairs that sound alike 
and are spelled alike” (p.94). They argue therefore that teaching children to take 
advantage of their knowledge of cognates is a “powerful tool” (p.94), particularly for 
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 vocabulary instruction, since they allow learners to examine and compare form and 
meaning and make connections with other words. 
Bislama therefore with its similar lexicon to English, may have positively 
influenced Jerald’s lexical choices here, thus affirming how Bislama can be used as a 
linguistic resource in the writing process. More notably however, as Gibson (1986) 
points out, it is the learners’ perception of these affordances that contributes to the 
clear communication of meaning, despite errors in spelling. As Otwinowska-
Kasztelanic (2011, p.4) affirms from her research on learner’s perceptions of 
cognates, “the existence of cognate words in the learner’s L1, L2 and Ln [new 
language] may enhance the process of language learning when the learner is able to 
judge their communicative utility”.  
However, Bislama’s phonological influence on Jason, Louise and Jerald’s 
writing could also be viewed as having a negative influence on their written English. 
Examining these writing samples from this perspective would support a claim from 
Casey who stated in the post-observation interview that Bislama “ruins English, 
especially when we talk about writing”. In contrast, in the post-observation 
interview, the school principal maintained that Bislama “supports spelling a little”, 
although the choice of the words ‘a little’ here also suggest a degree of reservation. 
Nevertheless, while Jerald’s use of the word ‘wokking’ was misspelt, similar to 
Jason’s use of the words ‘holl’ and ‘smok’ and Louise’s use of the word ‘foll’, these 
examples also indicate the children’s developing knowledge of English, or 
interlanguage, as they reveal notable characteristics of both Bislama and English. As 
Lightbown and Spada (2006) point out, interlanguage can be systematic, but also 
dynamic, indicating how the interlanguage changes and develops as the learners 
continue developing their knowledge of the L2. Hence, given that Jason, Louise and 
Jerald are beginner learners in English, it is highly likely that their spelling of ‘holl’, 
‘smok’, ‘foll’ and ‘wokking’ will improve as their knowledge of English develops.  
 Further to this, during the post-observation focus group interviews, it was 
interesting to note that none of the G3 participants, including Jason, Louise and 
Jerald, were able to perceive Bislama cognates. As detailed in Chapter 4, a number of 
sentences were presented to the children which contained genuine errors from the G3 
and G5/6 writing samples collected during the term, to determine if they could 
perceive any Bislama cognates, false cognates, spelling errors and coined 
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Bislama/English words (see Appendix F). The children were asked to identify if the 
sentences were correct or not and subsequently put them in the appropriate box, as a 
way of visibly identifying how they had evaluated these sentences for further 
discussion later in the interview. Excerpt 6.1 highlights how one group of G3 
learners were only able to perceive a punctuation oversight in one of the sentences, 
and did not notice that the word ‘spen’ was missing the final ‘t’ which is how it is 
pronounced and spelt in Bislama. In fact, all seven G3 participants were not able to 
perceive any of the cognates or spelling errors influenced by Bislama in each of the 
sentences presented to them in the focus group interviews. This indicates not only 
their limited proficiency of English, but also their lack of knowledge of the 
similarities and differences between Bislama and English. 
Excerpt 6.1. Grade 3 Focus Group Interview Extract. 
Line Speaker  
1 C’ren [READING THE SENTENCE ON THE CARD] ‘I spen my holiday at  
2  Lambae*’ [*Pseudonym] 
3 Int So, i raet o i rong? (Is it right or wrong?) 
4 C1 No22 
5 C2 i rong (It’s wrong) 
6 Int i rong? From wanem? (It’s wrong? Why?) 
7 C2 (xxx) [POINTING TO THE END OF THE SENTENCE WHERE THERE IS 
NO FULL STOP] 
 
Indeed, the Grade 3 learners’ inability to perceive Bislama cognates and their 
frequent orthographic errors have been noticed by their teacher, Marley who stated in 
the post-observation interview, 
I will be going to them and say that ‘you see, look at these words, these 
words, you have to spell it in English’… Bislama and English they join the 
words, so sometimes when you read it you can see that most of them are 
doing Bislama. 
It appears that while Marley recognizes how the children are coining words 
(“join the words”), and points out their mistakes, encouraging them to spell the 
words in English, the children’s knowledge of Bislama cognates and English 
phonology and orthography remains limited. It seems therefore that while Bislama’s 
22 ‘No’ in Bislama and English sound the same. 
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 similar lexicon to English can be utilized as a linguistic resource, as demonstrated by 
Jerald, this affordance of Bislama cannot be helpful to the children, unless they are 
aware of Bislama/English cognates and orthographic similarities and differences 
between the two languages. As Otwinowska-Kasztelanic (2011, p.3) points out, “one 
can assume that without noticing certain available affordances, the learner may not 
be able to use them… thus affordances… will be available only to those learners who 
are aware of them”. This argument suggests therefore, that if learners are not able to 
perceive the available affordances, then they will be of no use to them. Thus it 
seems, it is not Bislama itself which appears to be the issue in the English language 
classroom, it is the children’s perceptions of Bislama that either allow its affordances 
to be utilized, or to simply remain static which as noted in the writing samples 
discussed here, can contribute to particular challenges. This confirms Gibson’s 
theory of affordances (1977; 1986) whereby while affordances might simply exist, 
what is fundamentally important is if information, in this case phonological and 
orthographic similarities and differences, is available for perceiving those 
affordances. As Van Lier (2000, p.252) points out, “an affordance affords further 
action” but it remains static until it is perceived and further utilized. Nevertheless, the 
limited English proficiency of the G3 children raises pedagogical issues in regard to 
how and/or what information is made available for perceiving the affordances of 
Bislama. As Otwinowska-Kasztelanic (2011) found, the language learners’ 
perceptions of lexical similarities between the L1 and English remain low when their 
knowledge of English is low. It appears therefore that if the G3 children are to be 
guided in perceiving Bislama’s affordances, this instruction would need to be at an 
appropriate level, using English vocabulary that are already familiar to them.  
Turning now to the writing from the G5/6 children, firstly in a fictional story 
inspired by a number of pictures in the Grade 6 learners’ textbook (p.83; see 
Appendix I), both Cadie (G5) and Madeline (G6) use the Bislama word ‘rop’ (rope 
or string) in the context of a man who was fishing at night and tied some fishing line 
with some bait on the end, around his leg before going to sleep. The word ‘rop’ is a 
cognate and in Bislama refers to any type of rope, vine, string or cord. It differs only 
slightly from the English word ‘rope’ in terms of pronunciation and spelling.  
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Writing Sample 6.3. Cadie (Grade 5): Who Caught Whom? 
 
… than the man say 
cut out to rip rop on 
my leg. So his wife 
cut out. the ripep rop 
on his leg. 
 
Writing Sample 6.4. Madeline (Grade 6): Who Caught Whom? 
 
… He tided the 
rop string around 
his leg and went 
to sleep.  
 
 
A notable aspect in each of these writing samples is how both children have 
edited their use of the word ‘rop’. In Cadie’s case, she originally wrote ‘rip’ and then 
‘ripep’ indicating a lack of knowledge of the correct English word. During the course 
of the writing process, these words were then either crossed out or over-written with 
the word ‘rop’, suggesting how Cadie has borrowed the Bislama word as a 
compensatory strategy. Given the similarities between ‘rop’ and ‘rope’, it is possible 
that a similarity of form has been recognized which offers a likely reason for why 
this word was not further edited. In contrast, Madeline originally wrote ‘rop’, and 
then realizing her mistake, crossed this out and wrote a more appropriate English 
word, ‘string’. This suggests that Madeline perceived the subtle differences between 
the Bislama and English words, and corrected her writing accordingly.  
 What both these different uses of the cognate ‘rop’ indicate, is how Bislama 
has been applied here as a linguistic resource. For Cadie, her borrowing of the word 
suggests her use of Bislama as a compensatory strategy to mediate her English 
writing – indeed, given the similarities between ‘rop’ and ‘rope’, her use of the word 
‘rop’ does not hinder meaning in her narrative. As Thirusanku and Melor (2013) 
point out, such lexical borrowing can occur when learners are not aware of the 
correct term to use, and thus incorporate a word from their own language. For 
Madeline, Bislama appears to have mediated her writing through her ability to 
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 perceive the differences between Bislama and English; although the word ‘rop’ was 
first written, this was then translated to ‘string’. Both of these examples therefore 
indicate that the similarities between Bislama and English is an affordance that can 
facilitate English language writing, and even more so, if the often subtle differences 
between Bislama and English cognates are perceived and utilized. As Segalowitz 
(1986) argues, if learners are aware of linguistic affordances, this awareness offers an 
important contribution to the learning process. Interestingly, when the grade 5 and 6 
children were confronted with a similar sentence in their focus group interviews, 
namely, ‘The man said, cut the rop off my leg’, both groups of G5/6 children 
immediately recognized the error with ‘rop’ in the sentence and corrected it by 
spelling out the word ‘rope’. While this suggests a general awareness within each 
focus group of this error which may support why Madeline corrected her writing, the 
fact that Cadie did not further edit her own writing inidcates that more can be done to 
make Ni-Vanuatu children aware of the differences in cognates between Bislama and 
English. As evidenced in Madeline’s writing, developing this awareness can 
potentially facilitate the writing process.  
Other examples of lexical borrowing and coinage can be found in Tabitha (G5) 
and Valentina’s (G6) letter writing task which followed a reading and listening 
activity from the Grade 5 textbook (p.197-198, see Appendix J). Examining 
Tabitha’s writing first, she wrote the word ‘maney’ twice in separate sentences.  
Writing Sample 6.5. Tabitha (Grade 5): Letter to Steven. 
 
… And I will keep the 
maney to pay my clothes 
And some books. 
Thanky very much for the 
maney 
 
Similar to Jason, Louise and Jerald, Tabitha appears to have combined the 
Bislama and English words for money, namely ‘mane’ with ‘money’. While this 
might indicate a simple spelling error in writing an ‘a’ instead of an ‘o’, indicating an 
example of interlanguage, the pronunciation of the Bislama word, ‘mane’ offers a 
likely explanation for this orthographic error. The ‘y’ on the end of the word suggests 
prior knowledge of the word ‘money’, but it seems here, that the phonology from 
Bislama has been transferred, resulting in the spelling error.  
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Similarly in Valentina’s letter, she has combined the borrowed Bislama word 
‘blong’ with English grammatical conventions to create ‘blongs’, meaning ‘belongs’. 
Although, like Tabitha, this spelling error might be indicative of simply leaving out 
the letter ‘e’, the word ‘blong’ is a Bislama cognate, therefore strongly indicating 
phonological Bislama influence. It is also interesting how Valentina has added an ‘s’ 
on the end of the word to make it agree grammatically with the subject of the clause 
(the gold ring), indicating prior knowledge of English grammatical conventions.  
Writing Sample 6.6. Valentina (Grade 6): Letter to Steven. 
 
… I think the 
goldring blongs to 
you because I saw 
S on the gold ring. 
 
These examples from Cadie, Madeline, Tabitha and Valentina, indicate how 
they have drawn from their knowledge of Bislama as a resource to not only borrow 
words from Bislama, but use these borrowings to coin words in their English writing 
that communicate the desired meaning, despite the orthographic errors. This reveals 
how Bislama cognates are affordances that have the potential to be a linguistic 
affordance. As language transfer research points out, learners can ‘mentally match’ 
words from their L1 with similar words from the TL and so make use of cross-
linguistic similarities, connecting these with their developing knowledge of the TL 
for the purpose of facilitating learning tasks (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2010; Ringbom & 
Jarvis, 2009). Additionally, this use of coining indicates the learners’ developing 
knowledge of English whereby influence from Bislama is combined with a growing 
awareness of English spelling and grammatical conventions. As Lightbown and 
Spada (2006) point out, such spelling errors can reflect the learners’ understanding of 
the TL, along with showing characteristics transferred from their L1.  
However, in contrast to the Grade 3 learners when all the G5/6 participants 
were presented with the same sentences given to the G3 participants during the focus 
group interviews, the G5/6 children were able to perceive similar errors and correct 
them straightaway, including the word, ‘maney’. (The word ‘blongs’ was not 
included in these sentences). The following excerpt comes from the Grade 5 focus 
group interview which included Tabitha.  
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 Excerpt 6.2. Grade 5 Focus Group Interview Extract. 
Line Speaker  
1 C’ren [READING THE SENTENCE ON THE CARD] ‘I will keep the maney for my  
2  clothes’ 
3 Ch1 No, money, ‘O’ [POINTING TO THE WORD ‘MANEY’ IN THE SENTENCE] 
4 Int OK, so ‘O’, OK. 
 
This finding whereby both groups of G5/6 participants were able to perceive 
the errors in each sentence and the Grade 3 participants were not, further confirms 
Otwinowska-Kasztelanic’s (2011) findings that when the learners’ proficiency level 
of English knowledge is low, their perceptions of lexical similarities between the L1 
and English remain low. However, while the G5/6 participants were able to perceive 
the errors while reading sentences as a small group, there remain obvious times when 
these same children do not perceive similar errors in their own writing. As their 
teacher Casey stated, the children would at times ‘confuse’ Bislama and English 
words and as a result, believes that Bislama is not helpful in regard to spelling 
English words. Casey stated,  
I notice they make mistakes in some words, they confuse them, especially in 
spelling, they… spell the words in Bislama… With spelling no, it doesn't, it 
doesn't [help]”.  
Casey’s statement here echoes the belief expressed earlier regarding the use of 
Bislama cognates and coining in English writing, that Bislama “ruins English, 
especially when we talk about writing”. When observing children’s errors and the 
seemingly obvious phonological influences from Bislama which appear to contribute 
towards these spelling errors, it is understandable why such beliefs around Bislama 
might transpire. However, as the analysis of these writing samples indicate, despite 
the spelling errors, each of the G3 and G5/6 participants have recognized similarity 
of form between Bislama and English, whether consciously or not, resulting in clear 
communication of meaning in their writing. As Benson (2002) states, lexical 
borrowing can be both conscious and unconscious, for the purpose of communicating 
meaning when the learner’s lexical knowledge in the TL is limited. This then reveals 
a particular affordance of Bislama, namely its cognates which have the potential to 
mediate learners’ English writing. As Ortega (2009, p.42) asserts, the L1 can “lead to 
successful choices that raise no flags for teachers” in their language production and 
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so improve their rate of learning. However, given Casey’s statement regarding 
Bislama’s negative influence on English spelling, it seems both teachers and learners 
would benefit from learning the similarities and differences between Bislama and 
English, in order for Bislama’s affordances to be correctly perceived (Llach, 2005; 
Otwinowaska-Kasztelanic, 2011). Nevertheless, this learning would need to be at an 
appropriate level according to the learners’ level of competency in English, given 
how language learners’ perceptions of similarities or differences between their L1 
and the TL remain low when their knowledge of the TL is low (Otwinowaska-
Kasztelanic, 2011). 
6.1.1.2 The use of false cognates in the children’s writing 
In contrast to cognates, false cognates, as the term suggests, are quite different 
and can be deceiving. False cognates, often termed ‘false friends’ (Loewen & 
Reinders, 2011), are words that share the same form in both the learner’s own 
language and the new language, but they have different meanings. As Ringbom 
(2001) explains, the learners focus more on the form of the word they are using since 
they are aware of the form of a particular word in the new language; they become 
confused by the formal similarity of another word in their own language, and thus 
overlook differences of meaning. Hence within the children’s writing samples, 
Bislama words can be seen in sentences that look like English words, but the 
meaning of the words in English are different from the meanings of the words in 
Bislama. As Dominique, the principal of Tepa Primary School acknowledged in the 
post-observation interview, “we can have the same words, but the meanings in 
Bislama may be very different”. This results therefore in sentences which may not 
make sense to some English speakers, but make complete sense in terms of meaning 
to the learners. As such, these learners may consider only the Bislama meaning of the 
words, and do not recognize that they have used English words in a way that may be 
considered as ‘non-standard’ to L1 speakers of the language. While Table 6.1 details 
a number of instances of false cognates in the children’s writing, for reasons of 
space, I discuss two notable instances here – one from the G3 class (use of the word 
‘swim’), and another from the G5/6 class (use of the word ‘strong’) – chosen because 
they each appeared more than once in the children’s work.     
To begin, both Sweba and Jerald from the G3 class used the Bislama word 
‘swim’ in different writing activities. As noted in Chapter 2, in Bislama, the word 
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 ‘swim’ has multiple meanings, including swimming from one place to another, 
bathing or showering, or being drenched in water or another liquid (Crowley, 2003). 
At first glance, from an English language perspective, the word ‘swim’ in Sweba’s 
writing does not appear out of place (see Writing Sample 6.7). She might indeed 
have gone for a swim in the ocean at the end of the day which is quite common for 
Ni-Vanuatu in rural areas, particularly if the weather is very hot and humid.   
Writing Sample 6.7. Sweba (Grade 3): Children’s Experience. 
 
We went for 
fishing and a 
stone cut my 
leg and we 
went back 
home. 
 
When we reach 
home my mum 
said what 
happen to your 
leg and I said 
to my mum a 
stone cut my 
leg.  
 
And we came 
home we went 
to the garden 
after we went 
to garden we 
came hame we 
went to swim 
 
After 
swimming we 
went to cook 
our food and 
we eat the food 
and we go to 
bed. 
 
However, given the meaning of ‘swim’ in Bislama and examining this word in 
the context of the recount’s events, logic strongly suggests that Sweba was referring 
to having a shower or wash when arriving home after visiting the garden, before they 
cooked their tea in the late afternoon or early evening, and going to bed. Indeed, even 
if Sweba did swim in the ocean, the context of the recount points to the fact that the 
purpose of this ‘swim’ was for washing herself at the end of an eventful and busy 
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day, particularly after walking some distance23, cutting her leg and visiting the 
garden where her family grows all their food.  
What this occurrence of Bislama influence suggests therefore is confusion and 
a lack of awareness between use of the English word ‘swim’ and the use of ‘swim’ in 
Bislama. Sweba appears to be aware of the form of ‘swim’ in English, and has 
recognized similarity of form with the Bislama word and has therefore not corrected 
it, perhaps believing that the two words mean the same thing. As Ringbom (2007) 
concludes from his research on cross-linguistic similarity in foreign language 
learning, “in lexis, formal similarity to an existing L1 word is perceived first, in that 
getting the word form precedes getting the word meaning” (p.9). Thus Ringbom 
(2007) is claiming here that learners recognize and learn word form before word 
meaning, particularly when similarities between word forms are perceived between 
the learners’ own language and the new language they are learning. This indeed 
appears to be the case with Sweba’s use of the Bislama word ‘swim’ here. Although 
there seems to be confusion regarding meaning between the two words, Sweba 
appears to have recognized that the two words have the same form. While this might 
initially suggest that this use of the word at first appears to be negatively influenced 
from Bislama, according to Ringbom (2007) it implies in fact that Sweba’s 
recognition of the similarities in form is an important step towards learning the 
word’s meaning. This therefore indicates that Bislama’s similar lexicon to English – 
even the use of false cognates – is an affordance that has the potential to be utilized 
for developing vocabulary learning and literacy. As both Llach (2005) and 
Otwinowaska-Kasztelanic (2011) propose, learners would benefit if teachers 
highlight the differences and similarities between the learners’ L1 and the TL, as this 
would improve vocabulary learning.  
 Unlike Sweba, Jerald on the other hand does appear to notice the differences 
in meaning between ‘swim’ in Bislama and English in his writing about fair and 
unfair situations. Like Gretel’s writing on the same topic (Writing Sample 5.1, 
Chapter 5), Jerald demonstrates his understanding of the concept of fairness and 
unfairness and follows Marley’s model in its construction. Most notably, in contrast 
23 On Menua Lava, it is common for people’s gardens to be some walking distance from their homes. 
Therefore with only one road and a very small number of vehicles (mostly owned by government 
officials), walking is the only form of transport for the majority of the island’s residents. 
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 to Sweba, Jerald’s writing reveals that he was able to perceive the difference in 
meaning between ‘swim’ in Bislama and ‘swim’ in English and correct his mistake. 
In the first sentence, Jerald originally wrote, “I go to swim in the sea” and then 
crossed out ‘swim’ and wrote ‘wash’ instead. It is not uncommon in island culture to 
go to the ocean to wash, particularly if fresh water is in short supply. However within 
the context that Jerald was writing, he has perceived the difference between the two 
words and so corrected his original mistake. Interestingly, Jerald considers it unfair 
to have to go and have a wash, even in the ocean, while his sister can continue 
playing, perhaps because having a wash, shower or bath implies that playtime is 
over. This is typical of many young children in general who find washing themselves 
a chore.  
Writing Sample 6.8. Jerald (Grade 3): Fairness. 
 
~ I go to swim wash in the sea                          ~ and my sister is washing playing 
 
What can be seen here therefore is how Jerald has used Bislama as a linguistic 
resource to facilitate his writing in how he appears to have translated the Bislama 
word ‘swim’ into the English word ‘wash’, after realizing that the meaning of ‘swim’ 
in English does not fit the context of what he is writing. However, when the Grade 3 
participants read a similar sentence in their focus group interviews, namely, ‘After 
working in the garden I went to swim at my house and then I went to bed’, none of 
the children, including Jerald, perceived the false cognate ‘swim’ in the sentence, but 
affirmed that the sentence was correct in both form and meaning. Similarly, Marley 
their teacher confirmed in the post-observation interview that most of the children 
use Bislama words in their writing, but do not realize what they are doing. As Marley 
stated,  
They don't see it, but when I'm, after marking their story or their writings, 
then have to cross out that, or I’ll have to underline that Bislama words and 
I’ll be putting in English. 
It appears that while Marley recognizes the Bislama words in the children’s 
written English, the children in general do not which highlights a lack of awareness 
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of false cognates among the G3 learners. A further question arises then from Jerald’s 
writing: are Ni-Vanuatu children more easily able to perceive false cognates between 
Bislama and English in the writing process, than when they are reading? While the 
answer to this question lies beyond the scope of this study, it highlights a possibility 
of further research to explore this issue in more detail. 
Turning now to writing samples from the G5/6 class, two samples in particular 
revealed how another false cognate was not recognized, indicating that a lack of 
perception of false cognates is not limited to only younger children. In the same 
narrative writing task discussed earlier in Section 6.1.1.1.2 (Cadie and Madeline), 
both Valeny (G5) and Valentina (G6) used the Bislama word ‘strong’ in the context 
of a shark pulling an old man who had some string, or fishing line tied to his leg.  
Writing Sample 6.9. Valeny (Grade 5): Who Caught Whom? 
 
… He tried to hold the stone but it was pulling strong.  
 
Writing Sample 6.10. Valentina (Grade 6): Who Caught Whom? 
 
… When he was sleeping the shark pull strong the string and the oldman fly throught the door.  
 
Linguistically, the meaning of the word ‘strong’ here seems apparent – a shark 
was pulling the old man with a great deal of force on the rope; in other words, 
‘pulling very hard’. Although the word ‘had’ (hard) appears in Bislama, Crowley’s 
(2003) interpretation of it is, “adj. hard, difficult; also strong… harsh, tough” 
(p.100), indicating that the meaning ‘with great force’ is not directly included here. 
This more limited meaning of the word ‘had’ (hard) in Bislama, suggests why the 
girls wrote the Bislama word ‘strong’ instead. In Bislama, the word ‘strong’ can 
mean a wide variety of different things which in this particular context include: 
powerful, excessive, too much, insistently or putting pressure on, to withstand, and 
strongly (Crowley, 2003).  
It appears therefore, that while these writing samples indicate that these 
children understand the concept of ‘pulling very hard’, neither of them were able to 
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Bislama meaning of the word ‘strong’. Indeed, in the post-observation interview with 
the children, they were asked to read a similar sentence and identify if it was correct, 
or had any errors. Excerpt 6.3 below shows how the children were not able to 
identify the incorrect use of the word ‘strong’, and instead noted that the sentence did 
not have a full stop at the end.  
Excerpt 6.3. Grade 5 Focus Group Interview Extract. 
Line Speaker  
1 C’ren [READING THE SENTENCE ON THE CARD] ‘He tried to hold onto the  
2  stone, but 
3  the shark was pulling strong’ 
4 Int OK [CHILDREN LOOKING AT THE SENTENCE] (4.5) 
5 C1 No full stop 
 
Later in the same interview, it became apparent that the children did not know 
the correct term, ‘pulling hard’ or ‘pulling with force’, suggesting that these children 
compensated their lack of knowledge of the correct English phrase, by borrowing a 
word from Bislama. As Holmes (2001) and Thirusanku & Melor (2013) claim, when 
language learners have a limited L2 vocabulary and are unaware of a particular word 
or phrase to use, they will borrow individual words or phrases from their own 
language/s.  
However, this borrowed word also happens to be a false cognate whereby the 
words are similar in form, but the meaning for ‘strong’ in English is subtly different 
from Bislama, although the English adverb ‘strongly’ is similar to how ‘strong’ is 
often used in Bislama. Thus, like Sweba’s use of the word ‘swim’ in Writing Sample 
6.7, Valeny and Valentina not only demonstrate here a lack of awareness of these 
subtle differences of meaning, their writing also indicates their developing 
interlanguage of English. As Lightbown and Spada (2006) note, transfer from the 
learner’s L1 cannot always explain the errors in their writing since the learners’ 
interlanguage needs to also be taken into account. What these writing samples seem 
to reveal therefore is that while the children may be borrowing words from Bislama 
to fill a linguistic knowledge gap in English, their use of the word ‘strong’ here 
suggests how they have also recognized similarities of form, resulting in indications 
of their developing interlanguage. As Lightbown and Spada (2006) explain, 
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interlanguage shows “characteristics of the learner’s first language, characteristics of 
the second language, and some characteristics that seem to be very general” (p.201) 
to many other L2 learners.  
The similar and different characteristics between Bislama and English 
therefore can be argued as being an affordance worth outlining to children, in order 
for them to differentiate subtle differences of meaning to avoid the challenges that 
false cognates can cause. As Jiménez (2014) advises, it is important for teachers to 
help learners examine words in context, in order to help them avoid false cognate 
errors which he claims assists in building not only word knowledge of both 
languages but also metalinguistic knowledge necessary to explain these differences 
of meaning and form. Therefore, as in the case of Sweba and Jerald, Valeny and 
Valentina’s perception of similarity of form between ‘strong’ in Bislama and English 
can be seen as a positive step towards building word knowledge and noticing 
similarities and differences between Bislama and English. This further indicates the 
potential affordances of Bislama in its close proximity to English, by making the 
most of the similarities and then pointing out the differences. As Ringbom (2007, 
p.1) argues,  
Learners, consciously or not, do not look for differences, they look for 
similarities where they can find them. In their search for ways of facilitating 
their learning task, they make use of intra-lingual similarities which are 
perceived from what they have already learned of the TL.  
What Ringbom (2007) is arguing here, is how the close proximity between the 
learners’ own language and the new language they are learning, is an affordance – a 
benefit to the learner – particularly when these similarities are perceived by the 
learners. This was indeed revealed in Jerald’s writing, in how he crossed out the 
word ‘swim’ and replaced it with the correct English word, ‘wash’. As Ringbom 
(2007, p.2) continues, “perceiving and making use of cross-linguistic similarities to 
existing linguistic knowledge is important in the learner’s striving to facilitate the 
learning task”. It appears then that Bislama’s close linguistic proximity to English is 
a potential affordance which can be facilitative for ELL, provided, as Gibson (1986) 
argues, this information is available for perceiving these affordances.  
 However, while Valeny and Valentina’s teacher Casey also acknowledges 
that the children often use Bislama words in their writing, yet do not recognize that 
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 they do this, Casey seems to view this as being a negative influence of Bislama. In 
the post-observation interview, Casey stated, 
It [Bislama] has advantages and disadvantages, yes… for them to then,  
understand an English word better, it is good that they use Bislama. But 
when it comes to writing, then it is a different story because they have to, 
when they use Bislama inside an English sentence sometimes it doesn't make 
sense… I don't think it [Bislama] helps… because when we use Bislama it 
is, well, Bislama is broken English, so if we use it in words in a sentence, 
sometimes it, it doesn't make sense in a sentence… It ruins English, 
especially when we talk about writing. 
This excerpt reveals that while Casey believes Bislama to be beneficial for 
facilitating the understanding of English vocabulary as the findings discussed in 
Chapter 5 reveal, Casey also views Bislama as being challenging for writing in 
English, because it is ‘broken English’. Indeed, the phrase, “it ruins English” echoes 
many others, who have over the years, reported on these concerns made by others 
(cf. Crowley, 1996b; 2006; Lynch, 1996; Willans, 2013; 2014; see also section 2.1.6 
in Chapter 2). However, this view of Bislama appears to be based only on seeing 
Bislama words used in sentences which in Casey’s experience, result in them not 
making sense. As the writing samples of Sweba, Jerald, Valeny and Valentina 
discussed here reveal, these are recurring errors in the children’s work resulting from 
numerous false cognates between Bislama and English. Yet, these writing samples 
also indicate that the children’s use of false cognates signal an awareness of 
similarities between Bislama and English which have the potential to be useful for 
learning English. The issue appears then to be, not in the fact that Bislama has many 
false cognates with English, but more in regard to how these similarities and 
differences are being perceived, as revealed in Jerald’s writing where the initial 
mistake was corrected. I turn now to examine other instances of formal lexical 
transfer.  
6.1.2 “They make mistakes with some words, they confuse them”. Examining 
phonological confusion in the children’s written English    
Given how Bislama and English share a similar lexicon, it is not surprising to 
find numerous instances of phonological confusion in the children’s writing. As 
Crowley (2003) and Tyron (1987) point out, for many Ni-Vanuatu, there is little 
phonological distinction between particular consonants such as /t/ and /d/, /p/ and /b/, 
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and /g/ and /k/. Additionally, both Crowley (2003) and Tyron (1987) further 
highlight how the pronunciation of Bislama words can vary among Ni-Vanuatu 
speakers, resulting in random spellings for the same words, such as /difren/ and 
/defren/ [different] (Crowley, 2003, p.12). From the summary provided in Table 6.1 
of the instances of phonological confusion in the children’s writing, I discuss here 
examples from six of the children’s writing from both G3 and G5/6. 
Firstly, Penny’s writing demonstrates confusion between the sounds /g/ and /k/. 
In her recount, Penny wrote ‘I go down and play some came’ which from context is 
clearly meant to read ‘game’. Penny has phonologically confused the sounds of /g/ 
and /k/ and written a ‘c’ instead of ‘g’ or even a ‘k’. It appears therefore that while 
Penny can hear the general sound /g/ and /k/ in the word ‘game’, she chose instead to 
use the letter ‘c’, perhaps due to her prior knowledge of how ‘c’ can sound like /k/ in 
English. The result is another English word with the same rime as ‘game’ but a 
different onset. Penny’s use of the letter ‘c’ therefore instead of ‘g’ or ‘k’, suggests 
that she cannot hear the subtle difference between the two sounds. However, despite 
this phonological confusion, given that the Bislama word for ‘game’ is ‘pleplei’, it 
appears that Penny has some knowledge of the word ‘game’ in English, but may 
have limited knowledge of the difference between the words ‘came’ and ‘game’. 
Writing Sample 6.11. Penny (Grade 3): Children’s Experience. 
 
… I go down and play some came…  
 
As Crowley (2003) suggests, this apparent phonological confusion stems from 
Bislama’s general spelling rule that words are spelt precisely as they are pronounced. 
There are however exceptions in regard to the sounds /t/ and /d/, /p/ and /b/, and /g/ 
and /k/, as Crowley (2003, p.11) claims, 
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 Although the existence of a contrast between /p/ and /b/, /t/ and /d/, and /k/ 
and /g/ is beyond dispute, there are complications with regard to the extent to 
which these contrasts are consistently maintained… There are even some 
speakers who completely fail to make any contrast at all between /p/ and /b/, 
/t/ and /d/, and /k/ and /g/, pronouncing only /p/, /t/ and /k/ with only the 
occasional free variation between these sounds and /b/, /d/ and /g/. 
What Crowley (2003) points out here is the fact that numerous Bislama 
speakers cannot differentiate between sounds such as /g/ and /k/, and have a tendency 
to use predominantly the /k/ sound instead of /g/. This would appear to be the case 
for Penny who when reading her writing may not realize that while ‘came’ sounds 
like ‘game’, these words have an entirely different meaning.  
Similar phonological confusion can also be found with vowel sounds. Both 
Gretel (G3) and Madeline (G6) demonstrate confusion between the vowel sounds /ɪ/ 
and /iː/ and their corresponding spelling in English. Firstly, in her recount of a visit to 
a volcano, Gretel wrote the following: 
Writing Sample 6.12. Gretel (Grade 3): Visit to a Volcano. 
 
3. One day I went to look animal leave in the lake 
 
From the context of her recount, it is clear that Gretel meant to write the word 
‘live’ instead of ‘leave’, thus revealing how she has confused the short vowel sound 
/ɪ/ with the spelling ‘ea’ which in English produces the long vowel sound /iː/. This 
also suggests, like in Penny’s case with the words ‘came’ and game’, that Gretel may 
be unclear about the difference between the words ‘leave’ and ‘live’, both 
phonologically and semantically, along with a lack of knowledge of the difference in 
sounds between these vowels. Indeed, in one of the post-observation focus group 
interviews with Gretel, Penny, Sweba and Jason, none of these children were able to 
perceive the error in the spelling of ‘feast’ in the sentence ‘I dived for some fish for a 
fist at Narasai’24, stating that the sentence was “right”, even after reading it aloud 
themselves and hearing me read it aloud as ‘feast’.  
 
24 This sentence was taken from the G3 children’s writing in week one of the term (pilot week) and 
therefore was not included in the analysis of the data.  
236 Chapter 6: Exploring the Influences of Bislama on Lexical Choices in the Children’s Writing 
                                                 
 
  
Excerpt 6.4. Grade 3 Focus Group Interview Extract. 
Line Speaker  
1 C’ren [READING THE SENTENCE ON THE CARD] ‘I dived for some fish for a fist  
2  at  Narasai*’ [*Pseudonym] 
3 Int ‘I dived for some fish for a fist at Narasai’.  What do you think? [CHILDREN  
4  LOOKING AT THE SENTENCE] 
5 C1 Right 
6 Int Right? Sentence i gud? (is good) 
7 C’ren Yes 
8 Int OK. 
 
Therefore, as in the case with Penny, if difficulties with differentiating 
consonant sounds as Crowley (2003) claims, extends to vowel sounds, it is possible 
that for Gretel, as long as the word ‘sounds right’, it may seem irrelevant to her how 
the word is spelt. As Crowley (2003) points out, there is often random variation in 
Bislama spelling for many words, resulting in the general acceptance of Bislama’s 
flexible written form. It is possible therefore that for young Ni-Vanuatu children who 
may be exposed to variations in spelling for the same words in Bislama, that they 
may perceive this tenet to be the same for English. For Gretel, this is notable since 
she is the only G3 participant who has Bislama as a first language, and has lived in 
Santo, one of the two largest urban areas in Vanuatu, and thus will have been 
exposed to more Bislama in its written form.  
Likewise, Madeline who wrote ‘Once upon a time a old man and his wife lived 
biside the sea’ (see Writing Sample 6.4), spelt the first part of the word ‘beside’ 
phonetically, using an ‘i’ instead of the ‘e’. This indicates how Bislama’s phonology 
may have influenced her spelling of the word, given that the letter ‘i’ in Bislama is 
always pronounced as a short vowel sound /i/. Additionally, this error also suggests 
that Madeline lacks knowledge of sound-letter relations; in this case, that the letter 
‘e’ can have the short vowel sound /i/. This implies that Bislama’s phonology and its 
subsequent phonetic spelling conventions along with a lack of English phonemic 
knowledge is not only limited to the lower grades.   
 Finally, a slightly different type of phonological confusion can be seen in four 
different writing samples from Penny (G3), Jason (G3) and Sally (G6). In each of 
these pieces of writing, the words ‘when’ and ‘went’ have been used incorrectly. 
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 Penny, Jason and Sally each used ‘went’ instead of ‘when’, and in another writing 
sample, Sally used ‘when’ instead of ‘went’.  
Writing Sample 6.13. Penny (Grade 3): Children’s Experience. 
 
… Went home agin went I reach my house 
and I cook my fish, 
 
Writing Sample 6.14. Jason (Grade 3): Children’s Experience. 
 
 
Went I was little… 
 
Writing Sample 6.15. Sally (Grade 6): Wano’s Shark. 
 
One day they went down 
to the sea. to swim went 
their mother were moving 
the fire… 
 
 
Writing Sample 6.16. Sally (Grade 6): Who Caught Whom? 
 
… And she when 
outside…  
 
The fact that three different children from both G3 and G6 confused ‘when’ 
and ‘went’ in separate writing samples is notable, and indicates a common issue that 
affects many children of different ages and levels of English language development. 
The main cause of the issue appears to be their inability to hear the final /t/ at the end 
of ‘went’, thus resulting in the use of ‘when’ instead, since it seems for these 
children, both words would sound the same. The reason for this appears to result 
from difficulties in distinguishing between the two different phonological and 
orthographical forms. Bislama’s phonology appears to suggest a cause for this. The 
New Bislama Dictionary (Crowley, 2003) reveals that numerous words in Bislama 
whose English translation ends in ‘nt’, do not have the sound /t/ as the final 
consonant: for example aksiden  (accident); difren  (different); gavman 
(government); impoten (important); akaon (account); presen (present/gift); Presiden 
(President). Similar phonology and subsequent spelling also applies to Bislama 
words whose English translations end in ‘st’, such as pos (post), and ‘nd’ such as 
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sekon (second) and spenem (spend). It appears evident therefore that Bislama 
pronunciation and possibly even the resulting spelling of such words may have 
influenced the children’s confusion of the words ‘when’ and ‘went’. 
Interestingly, in the post-observation focus group interviews with the 
participants who were presented with the sentence ‘She when outside’, all the G3 
participants immediately stated that the sentence was “right” and thus did not notice 
the error, while the G5/6 children could perceive the error. However, as the G6 
interview excerpt indicates, one of the children, Valentina, almost put the sentence in 
the ‘good’ box which had been set up as a way of visibly identifying how the 
children evaluated each sentence.   
Excerpt 6.5. Grade 5 Focus Group Interview Extract. 
Line Speaker  
1 C’ren [READING THE SENTENCE ON THE CARD] ‘She when outside’   
2 Valentina Oh yeah! [VALENTINA PUTS THE SENTENCE IN THE ‘ERROR’ BOX  
3  AFTER ALMOST PUTTING IT IN THE ‘GOOD’ BOX] 
4 Int OK, why? 
5 C’ren W-E-N-T 
6 Int OK, so she went outside, not when outside. But you almost put it in that box,  
7  didn't you Valentina? [SMILING] 
8 Valentina Yes [SMILING] 
 
Valentina’s initial reaction to put this sentence in the ‘good’ box highlights 
how easily the influence of Bislama pronunciation can affect their lexical choices in 
writing and how they might overlook such errors when reading their writing 
afterwards.  
While these instances of phonological confusion point towards how Bislama 
pronunciation influences the children’s lexical choices, they also suggest the 
challenges that these Ni-Vanuatu children face when they are learning literacy skills 
for the first time, at the same time as learning English. Since Bislama’s written form 
has only recently been standardized (yet a variety of spelling for the same word is 
still generally acceptable), along with many of the island vernaculars not having a 
written form, the children at Tepa Primary School inevitably have very limited 
background literacy knowledge of phonics and spelling. As Elley and Lumelume 
(2009) found from their literacy research in Vanuatu, children living in rural areas 
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 had lower literacy rates than those in urban areas. Additionally, similar to Penny, 
Gretel and Madeline’s writing, Elley and Lumelume (2009) also found children 
confused sounds with the correct spelling, such as “‘gea’ for ‘chair’, ‘si’ for ‘see’” 
(p.9) which fuelled arguments from the Ni-Vanuatu teachers they interviewed, that 
Bislama was a “serious impediment” (p.5) to ELL. Similarly, as stated previously in 
Sections 6.1.1.1 and 6.1.1.2, Casey believes that Bislama does not help with writing. 
Likewise, Tepa Primary School’s principal Dominique also argued that “Bislama [is] 
not helpful to students… I do not think that Bislama will help very much, yes with 
English”. Additionally, Marley acknowledged the standard of the G3 children’s 
writing, attributing some of these issues to Bislama, 
Some of their writing are not very good, they are not very good at writing… 
most of them don't know how to write very well… most of them their 
writing are not clear… Sometimes they spell ‘we’ or ‘where’, they spell it 
W-E-A… that means in Bislama ‘where’. 
For Marley, Casey and Dominique, like the teachers in Elley and Lumelume’s 
(2009) study, Bislama is seen as a threat to writing successfully in English. However, 
what these views do not take into account are the limited literacy skills of the 
children before they begin learning English, and the need for phonics instruction. As 
these writing samples have indicated, these children lack a sound knowledge of 
English phonemic awareness, and are unaware of the similarities and differences 
between sounds and spelling in Bislama and English. Indeed, during the classroom 
observations, at no point did either teacher in the G3 and G5/6 classes teach or 
review any phonological knowledge of the new vocabulary, or provide any phonics 
instruction in general which highlights a gap in their vocabulary instruction. 
Arguably then, any challenges that Bislama poses can be minimized if the Ni-
Vanuatu children are not only taught the phonological similarities and differences 
between Bislama and English, but also receive phonics instruction and basic literacy 
skills from the beginning of their education. As Pinter (2006) explains, the complex 
letter-sound relations in English are not always constant or obvious, especially for 
English language learners, resulting in necessary regular phonics instruction as part 
of children’s literacy development. Furthermore, given that a few of the instances of 
phonological confusion came from the G6 children, it appears that phonics 
instruction would also be beneficial for older primary learners. As Cameron (2001) 
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points out, developing a sound knowledge of phonemic awareness takes several 
years to accomplish.  
 In summary, in terms of formal lexical transfer, it appears that Bislama offers 
both affordances and challenges for English language learners, particularly with 
writing. Firstly in terms of its challenges, the morphological, orthographical and in 
particular the phonological similarities and differences of Bislama when compared to 
English can result in recurring errors such as new words being coined or the wrong 
Bislama words being used or borrowed resulting in the use of false cognates. 
Additionally, in the writing samples discussed here, it appears to have been 
Bislama’s phonology that has negatively influenced the lexical choices and spelling 
of numerous English words. As Marley and Casey both observed, this would often 
result in notable errors in their writing, thus reinforcing the negative view that 
Bislama ‘ruins English’. However, this view of Bislama does not take into 
consideration the children’s own developing knowledge of English and how their 
writing demonstrates a degree of experimentation or creativity with words which can 
be seen as a useful indicator of the children’s learning development and 
interlanguage (Lightbown & Spada, 2006). Additionally, this view of Bislama also 
does not take into account the need for phonics instruction and literacy development 
which could potentially minimize any negative phonological influences from 
Bislama.  
Secondly in terms of Bislama’s affordances, the writing samples indicate the 
children’s awareness of Bislama’s similarity of form to English, despite the use of 
lexical borrowing resulting in the use of false cognates and coining in their written 
English. As Ringbom (2007) argues, this is an important step towards vocabulary 
development since Bislama’s similar lexicon to English is an affordance that has 
potential for developing writing skills, as demonstrated in Jerald’s writing in how he 
changed the word ‘swim’ to ‘wash’ and how Madeline changed the word ‘rop’ to 
‘string’. As Graves et al. (2013) asserts, explicitly teaching children about cognates 
and false cognates can powerfully allow children to compare form and meaning of 
words in their L1 and L2 and so build vocabulary knowledge. Similarly, in line with 
Gibson’s theory of affordances and the importance of perceiving these affordances, 
Otwinowska-Kasztelanic (2011) points out, that any affordances are of no benefit 
unless they are perceived and utilized. This suggests therefore that the challenges 
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 Bislama proposes can arise when the young learners are not aware of cognates and 
false cognates and have limited knowledge of English phonemes and spelling 
conventions. The challenges Bislama poses therefore may not be issues themselves, 
but rather how the similarities and differences between Bislama and English are 
being perceived. These points will be explored further in the following section 
examining semantic lexical transfer.  
6.2 EXPLORING INSTANCES OF SEMANTIC LEXICAL TRANSFER IN 
THE CHILDREN’S WRITING 
Semantic lexical transfer differs from formal lexical transfer in that the focus is 
on the meaning being transferred from the learner’s own language, rather than the 
form. This is important for the analysis of the data to examine how Bislama 
influences the learner’s writing in terms of meaning that is being transferred from the 
Bislama lexicon into the children’s written English. Semantic lexical transfer can be 
thus identified by the use of a TL word which is not found in the L1, that might be 
inappropriate for the context in which it is being used, because it carries meaning 
borrowed from the learners’ own language (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2010; Marian and 
Kaushanskaya, 2007). According to Jarvis and Pavlenko (2010), this usually occurs 
when the two languages are typologically distant and can be harder to discern since 
there may be few formal errors to note. In the analysis of the writing samples, no 
instances of semantic transfer were found which indicates the close proximity of 
Bislama and English, and the extent to which Bislama influences lexical choices in 
terms of form.  
However, there were found to be a few instances of a combination of semantic 
and formal lexical transfer in the writing samples which are summarized in Table 
6.2. This occurs when transfer of meaning and form co-occur, and it is hard to 
distinguish between them (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2010). This type of lexical transfer 
may use an English word in a sentence (which is not found in Bislama) that is 
influenced by both meaning and form of a word in Bislama, but the meaning of the 
English word may be different to the Bislama word, much like false cognates. In this 
instance, the learner may consider only the Bislama meaning and does not recognize 
that they have used an English word incorrectly. Table 6.2 details the few instances 
of a combination of semantic and formal transfer where use of the English words 
‘choke’, ‘one’ and ‘make’ reveal significant Bislama influence of meaning and form. 
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Most notably, all these instances of combined formal and semantic transfer come 
from the G5/6 children, indicating perhaps a more developed knowledge of English. 
In this section I discuss in detail two of these instances: the use of the words ‘choke’ 
and ‘make’.  
Table 6.2 
Summary of a combination of formal and semantic lexical transfer in the writing samples 
Grade/Name 
of Child 
Genre 
 
Bislama 
word (in 
bold; gloss 
in brackets) 
Occurrence in writing  
(Highlighted in yellow, as they appear in the 
sentence verbatim) 
G5: Valeny Narrative/ 
Who Caught 
Whom  
 
Jok 
(jerk/throttle) 
… Suddenly he heard a terrible choke… 
G5: Tabitha Narrative/ 
Who Caught 
Whom 
… While he was sleeping the shark choked the 
fishing line on his leg and pulled him through the 
door… 
G6: 
Madeline 
Narrative/ 
Who Caught 
Whom 
… When he was sleeping some thing choke the 
string… So they said it was a shark that choke the 
strong.  
G6: Clarissa Narrative/ 
Who Caught 
Whom 
… When they a sleeping the strong choked on the old 
man leg… 
G6: Sally Narrative/ 
Wano’s 
Shark 
Wan  
(a – singular) 
… One boy see the shark close to their father… 
 
G6: 
Valentina 
Narrative/ 
Who Caught 
Whom 
Mekem (do) … he decided to make some fishing… 
 
6.2.1 Use of the English word ‘choke’ in relation to the Bislama word ‘jok’ 
While narrating the story of an old man who was fishing at night and tied a 
fishing line to his leg before going to sleep, Valeny (G5), Tabitha (G5), Madeline 
(G6) and Clarissa (G6) all appear to have incorrectly translated the word ‘jok’ from 
Bislama, meaning ‘to jerk’, into the English word ‘choke’.  
Writing Sample 6.17. Valeny (Grade 5): Who Caught Whom? 
 
… Suddenly he heard a terrible choke… 
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 Writing Sample 6.18. Tabitha (Grade 5): Who Caught Whom? 
 
… While he was sleeping the 
shark choked the fishing line 
on his leg and pulled him 
through the door… 
 
 
 
Writing Sample 6.19. Clarissa (Grade 6): Who Caught Whom? 
 
… When they a sleeping the string choked on the old man leg… 
 
Writing Sample 6.20. Madeline (Grade 6): Who Caught Whom? 
 
… When he was sleeping some 
thing choke the string and he flyed 
throught the window…  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
…So they said it was a shark that 
choke the strong. 
 
From the context of the narratives, three of the children (Tabitha, Clarissa and 
Madeline) used the word ‘choke’ as a verb to describe how the old man was pulled 
(quite dramatically) through the door of his home by a shark. Only Valeny used the 
word ‘choke’ as a noun that the old man could hear which resulted in similar 
consequences. However, the use of this English word does not make sense in any of 
these sentences, thus impeding the children’s intended meaning. In Bislama, ‘choke’ 
translates to ‘jok’ or ‘jokem’, meaning as it does in English, to throttle someone or 
the choke on a car (Crowley, 2003). However, ‘jok’ or ‘jokem’ in Bislama can also 
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mean to jerk or pull, to moan and groan, shock and chalk. In the context of this story 
then, it seems apparent that the children were considering the meaning of ‘jok’ in 
terms of how the shark was ‘jerking’ the string which was tied to the old man’s leg.  
What appears to have transpired here then is how the children have borrowed the 
meaning of a word from Bislama and translated it into an English word that has 
phonological and orthographic similarities, resulting in a false cognate being used. 
While this indicates recognition of the formal similarities between ‘jok’ and ‘choke’, 
it also highlights their limited knowledge of the English verbs ‘to jerk’ and ‘to 
choke’. These children then, appear to have attempted to use Bislama as a resource to 
compensate for their limited knowledge of English, and while they appear to 
perceive similarities of form between ‘jok’ and ‘choke’, they do not understand the 
differences of meaning between the two words. As Thirusanku and Melor (2013) 
explain, lexical borrowing can occur as a compensatory strategy as a result of the 
learners’ limited knowledge of the TL. However Jarvis and Pavlenko (2010) point 
out that this borrowing can also be ‘mis-matched’ as a result of mistakenly 
correlating similarities between their L1 and the TL, resulting in instances of 
negative transfer. Interestingly, each use of the word ‘choke’ is spelt correctly, and 
used in the past tense by both Tabitha and Clarissa, demonstrating their developing 
knowledge of English.  
 What is also particularly fascinating about this instance of combined formal 
and semantic transfer, is how these four participants who did not communicate, sit 
next to, or even near each other in the classroom, all used the same word in a similar 
context. A possible explanation of this can be found in the classroom talk 
immediately prior to the children writing their narratives when their teacher Casey 
was preparing the children for the writing task. During this time, Casey used the 
picture prompts in the children’s textbook (see Appendix I) to elicit verbally, what is 
happening in each picture. After going through all the pictures, the following 
exchange took place between Casey and the G5/6 class.  
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 Excerpt 6.6. Grade 5/6. Week 2: Setting the writing task. 
Line Speaker  
1 T He knew it was a shark. Can you (1.0) tell us more about it?  
2 C1 Because the 
3 T Because? 
4 C2 Jok! (jerk/pull) 
5 C3 Many sharks around 
6 T Because there were many sharks around 
7 C’ren Yes 
8 T So he knew it wa- it must be a shark 
9 C’ren Yes 
10 T OK 
 
Casey begins by eliciting from the children more information about the shark 
in the story. One child immediately answers by beginning a sentence which is then 
interrupted by Casey who continues eliciting information (line 3). In response, 
another child then shouts out one word in Bislama, ‘jok’, meaning in this context ‘to 
jerk’ which no one responds to (line 4). This word however, offers a reason for why 
the old man in the story knew it was a shark – because the shark had jerked (jok) the 
fishing line so forcefully which was attached to his leg. Almost immediately though, 
another child offers a suggestion which Casey repeats to the class affirming that this 
idea was the desired answer (line 6). The children respond positively and Casey 
concludes the dialogue, again affirming the answer given by the third child in line 5.  
However, despite the fact that no one responded verbally to the word ‘jok’ 
offered by one of the children, the fact that four of the participants independently 
translated the word ‘jok’ into English and included it in their narratives, suggests 
how this classroom dialogue may have influenced their lexical choices in their 
narratives. This indicates therefore the power behind classroom talk and the use of 
Bislama within that talk for sharing ideas. As Vygotsky (1962) claims, the 
‘functional use of words’ within social interaction precedes concept development 
which in this case would apply to how one child’s utterance of the Bislama word 
‘jok’ lead to the children’s use of the word ‘choke’, meaning ‘to jerk’ in their 
writing. Although this influence led to the children using a false cognate which to 
some extent impeded the intended meaning, it is evident from these writing samples 
how one word in Bislama from a young learner can stimulate thinking in other young 
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Ni-Vanuatu learners. In this case, that thinking and the subsequent attempt to 
incorporate the word ‘jerk’ in their narratives, offers a richness to the children’s 
writing as they make an effort to describe more clearly how the shark had forcibly 
pulled the old man. As Lantolf and Poehner (2014) argue, comprehending 
connections between social interaction during activities and learning development is 
an important aspect of joint activity within the ZPD. 
6.2.2 Use of the English word ‘make’ in relation to the Bislama word ‘mekem’ 
Turning now to another example of combined formal and semantic transfer, at 
the beginning of her narrative of the old man and the shark, Valentina uses the 
expression, ‘to make some fishing’.  
Writing Sample 6.21. Valentina (Grade 6): Who Caught Whom? 
 
… One day he decided to make some fishing… 
 
In contrast to Valeny, Tabitha, Clarissa and Madeline’s use of the word 
‘choke’, Valentina’s use of the term ‘to make some fishing’ seems straightforward to 
comprehend – the old man decided to do some fishing, or to go fishing. However, in 
English, the term ‘to make some fishing’ does not make sense. The English verb 
‘make’ has a variety of different meanings, one of the most common being, ‘to form 
something, by putting different parts together’, as in making a cake. Thus, the word 
‘make’ in English cannot be interchanged with the verb ‘to do’. In contrast, while the 
Bislama verb ‘mekem’ can also mean ‘make’, as in ‘to form something’, it can also 
mean: 
• do [something] 
• happen to 
• bother or annoy 
• participate in (activity) 
• hold (organized activity) 
• work in the capacity of 
• pretend to perform the actions of [someone]  
(Adapted from Crowley, 2003, p.165).  
What appears to have transpired here is, Valentina has translated the Bislama 
word ‘mekem’, meaning ‘to do something’, into English, but rather than translating 
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 ‘mekem’ into ‘do’, she has translated ‘mekem’ into ‘make’. The obvious formal 
similarities between ‘mekem’ and ‘make’ would account for this error. However, this 
act of translation indicates that it is the Bislama meaning of ‘mekem’, in combination 
with the formal similarity between the two words, that may have influenced her to 
use ‘make’ instead of ‘do’, since Valentina’s other writing samples confirm that she 
understands the meaning and use of the word ‘do’. This suggests that Valentina has 
recognized similarity of form between ‘mekem’ and ‘make’, while her translation of 
‘mekem’ to ‘make’ implies a lack of understanding of the meaning and use of 
English verb ‘make’.  
 Interestingly, in the focus group post-observation interview where the same 
clause (‘He decided to make some fishing’) was presented to the children, none of 
the participants from G5/6 perceived the instance of formal/semantic transfer. It was 
only after explicitly indicating the formal similarities and semantic differences that 
the children began to understand the mistake that had been made in the sentence. 
This supports the views of scholars who state that explicit vocabulary instruction 
which outlines similarities and differences between the learners’ L1 and the L2, 
pointing out cognates and false cognates, is a powerful way of building vocabulary 
knowledge (Ganske, 2014; Graves et al., 2013; Jiménez, 2014; Lightbown & Spada, 
2006).  
However, the G5/6 learners also stated that Bislama is not like English, as 
Excerpt 6.4 details from the interview with the Grade 6 learners. The most notable 
point to notice in this excerpt is how the G6 learners appear adamant that Bislama is 
not like English. When asked what is different between the two languages, they 
immediately responded, “it not sound like English” (line 5). One of the Grade 6 
learners then volunteers a reason for this (line 7) which implies that, from their point 
of view as fluent speakers of Bislama, they find English hard to speak. Nevertheless, 
they then acknowledge that ‘swim’ sounds like a Bislama word, even though the 
meaning can be different depending on the context (lines 8-9). However, when 
questioned again about the phonological similarity between ‘mekem sam fishing’ 
and ‘make some fishing’, they did not wait for the interviewer to finish the question, 
but interrupted with a firm ‘no’ (lines 13-14). This manner of response was again 
repeated when asked about the phonological differences between ‘pulling strong’ and 
‘pulum strong’ (line 17). The children responded without letting the interviewer 
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finish the question, this time with an emphatic ‘no, no’ (line 18) which further 
emphasized the point. They then were equally adamant that Bislama did not help 
them learn English, again emphasizing their point with a firm ‘yes, yes’ to confirm 
their answer (lines 21-24).  
Excerpt 6.7. Grade 6 Focus Group Interview Extract. 
Line Speaker  
1 Int Do you think Bislama, if we look at these sentences, do you think Bislama is  
2  like English? 
3 C’ren No 
4 Int No, why? Why do you think? What's different? 
5 C’ren It not sound like English 
6 Int It doesn't sound like English, OK 
7 C1 In English you, you find easy to speak, but er Bislama you find hard to speak 
8 Int Hard to speak, OK. Then we’ve got words like swim, that's sounds like Bislama 
9 C’ren Yes 
10 Int But different meaning 
11 C’ren Yes 
12 Int Yeah, and what about to make, mekem sam fising, to make some fishing? Does it  
13  sound–? 
14 C’ren No 
15 Int No, it sounds different 
16 C’ren Yes 
17 Int OK, what about pulling, shark i pulum strong–? 
18 C’ren No, no  
19 Int Different? 
20 C’ren Yes 
21 Int Sounds different? OK. So do you think Bislama helps you to learn English? 
22 C’ren No 
23 Int No…OK, so when erm, so you say Bislama doesn't help you learn English 
24 C’ren Yes, yes 
25 Int It doesn't, OK. 
  
What appears to transpire here is, despite the instances of formal and semantic 
transfer in the children’s writing which reveal a degree of recognition of particular 
similarities between Bislama and English, the children perceive Bislama and English 
generally to be quite different. Indeed this was also the case with the G3 and G5 
learners interviewed; each child said that Bislama and English were different. Odlin 
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 (1989) offers an explanation for this apparent contradiction. He warns that 
recognizing cognates can be problematic, and argues, “learners may not always note 
the formal similarities that mark a cognate relation, and they may not always believe 
that there is a real cognate relationship” (Odlin, 1989, p.79). As Lightbown and 
Spada (2006) affirm, teachers should not assume that their learners will easily 
recognize cognates in the second of foreign language they are learning. This appears 
to be the case with these children who openly state they do not see a real cognate 
relationship between words in Bislama and English, and who therefore believe that 
the two languages are quite different. However, this seems incongruent with 
evidence from the children’s writing, particularly in Jerald (Writing Sample 6.8) and 
Madeline’s (Writing sample 6.4) which appears to demonstrate a conscious 
awareness of similarities of form and meaning. What is becoming evident therefore, 
is the fact that the children’s recognition of similarities between Bislama and 
English, as seen in their writing, seem to be largely unconscious, indicating how 
Bislama may be influencing, and thus mediating, their lexical choices implicitly 
(Wertsch, 2007). This seems evident by the contrast of the children’s open and 
candid assertion that the two languages are very different.  
 Finally, the children’s perceptions of Bislama being different from English 
and not helping them learn English, are also echoed by their teacher Casey and 
Dominique. As discussed earlier, Casey believes that in terms of writing, Bislama 
‘ruins English’, and goes further to explain why: 
One of the challenges we have in children’s writing is how to write correct 
sentences because they tend to take Bislama, yes… so when they want to 
write a sentence, they have to translate into Bislama… use Bislama words 
and then translate into English which sometimes it cannot work. 
Casey is acknowledging here how the children transfer meaning from Bislama 
and translate this into English, hence resulting in written work that is a challenge to 
correct as their teacher. As Jarvis and Pavlenko (2010) point out, semantic lexical 
transfer can be harder to detect than formal lexical transfer, given the focus being on 
the meaning which largely remains internal, showing evidence of the children’s 
thinking in their own language. Similarly, Dominique also concurs that the 
differences between Bislama and English meanings for words can pose a challenge 
for learners and therefore perceives Bislama as not being helpful for English 
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language learners. Dominique states, “Bislama [is] not helpful to students. Many 
times, Bislama used to mean different really from English, we cannot match them 
very much”. While Dominique and Casey have noted particular challenges of 
Bislama when it comes to writing which appear to echo the children’s perceptions, I 
question whether the children’s perceptions have been influenced somewhat by their 
teachers, as indicated in one of the interviews with the Grade 3 learners: 
Excerpt 6.8. Grade 3 Focus Group Interview Extract. 
Line Speaker  
1 Int Does Bislama help you? 
2 C’ren No 
3 Int No, it doesn't help you. So English helps you more? 
4 C’ren Yes 
5 Int Why do you think? (7.5) Can you tell me in Bislama? (3.0)  
6 C1 Headmaster say must speak English inside the classroom 
7 Int So the headmaster said you must speak English in the classroom, OK. So you don't  
8  like using Bislama? 
9 C’ren Yes 
10 Int Because the headmaster said ‘don't use Bislama’, is that right? 
11 C’ren Yes 
 
The insightful comment (line 6) given by the child in response to why Bislama 
does not help them learn English, but English does, reveals a notable amount of 
influence the principal (Dominique) has on the perceptions of Bislama among the 
children in general. Although the child here did not elaborate as to why they ‘must 
speak English in the classroom’, given that this was mentioned at all, suggests that it 
is likely that their principal has not only reiterated this rule on numerous occasions, 
but also talked about their use of Bislama at some point. Indeed, Dominique stated in 
the post-observation interview, “I do not think that Bislama will help very much, yes 
with English… as far as language is concerned, it may be terrible here”. Bislama it 
seems, for Dominique and the classroom teachers, presents significant challenges for 
the children, particularly in their writing. However, as the children’s writing samples 
indicate, it is possible that even when the affordances of Bislama are not being 
perceived, it still implicitly mediates their English language writing.  
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 6.3 CONCLUSION 
This chapter has explored what the children’s lexical choices suggest regarding 
the influences of Bislama on their writing. This analysis and discussion has been 
theoretically underpinned by Gibson’s theory of affordances (1977; 1986), 
examining not only the affordances that Bislama offers, but also how these 
affordances are being perceived by both the learners and their teachers. In addition, 
the analysis and discussion has drawn from theories of lexical transfer, by 
considering how word knowledge from Bislama has influenced the knowledge or 
choice of words used in the children’s written English (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2010). As 
such, the organization of the discussion was focused around the concepts of formal 
and semantic lexical transfer as a framework for examining how Bislama has 
influenced the children’s writing.  
The analysis and discussion of the writing samples and interviews found a 
number of notable points from the writing samples themselves and the interviews 
with the school principal, teachers, and the children. Firstly, on a general level, while 
the writing samples found instances of formal lexical transfer, a combination of 
formal/semantic transfer, and no semantic transfer, these writing samples also 
indicated the children’s developing knowledge of English. This was evident in how 
their writing showed indications of characteristics of both Bislama and English, 
along with characteristics general to many language learners, such as errors of 
overgeneralization in Jason’s writing (Writing Sample 6.1) (Lightbown & Spada, 
2006). Nevertheless, notable influences from Bislama were found in the children’s 
written English which reveal how Bislama offers affordances for English language 
learners along with some challenges. These are summarized as, 
1. The affordances Bislama offers English language learners transpire in cognates 
and formal and semantic similarities (e.g. wok/work; mane/money) which can: 
a. Facilitate writing when learners are aware of the similarities and 
differences between Bislama and English vocabulary (e.g. Jerald 
[swim/wash]; Madeline [rop/string]). 
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b. Result in clear communication of meaning, even when learners do not 
consciously perceive similarities and differences between Bislama and 
English (e.g. Jerald [wokking]; Louise [foll]; Tabitha [maney]; Valentina’s 
[blongs] – although these are often misspelt, see 2a. below). 
2. The challenges Bislama poses to English language learners transpire in false 
cognates and formal and semantic differences (e.g. swim; strong; mekem/make) 
which can: 
a. Occur when morphological, orthographic and in particular phonological 
influence from Bislama, lead to misspelled words or instances of coining 
new words (e.g. Jason [clim; smok; holl]; Louise [foll]; Penny [came - 
game]; Madeline [biside]). 
b. Arise when the children do not perceive a cognate relationship between 
Bislama and English, and they are not aware of cognates and false 
cognates, and have limited knowledge (e.g. phonemic and orthographic 
awareness) of English vocabulary (Sweba [swim]; Valeny [strong]; 
Valentina [strong; make]). 
 Additionally, the interview data with the school principal, teachers and 
children also revealed negative perceptions regarding Bislama and its influence on 
ELL. These are summarized as: 
1. The teachers and principal perceived Bislama as ‘ruining’ English writing 
because: 
• It is not helpful for English language learners when it comes to writing. 
• Interference occurs when children transfer meaning from Bislama and 
translate this into English, resulting in sentences that do not make sense. 
• The differences between Bislama and English meanings for words pose a 
challenge for learners. 
• From a linguistic perspective, Bislama is ‘terrible’. 
2. The children perceived Bislama as: 
• Being different to English, because it sounds different. They do not see a 
cognate relationship between Bislama and English words. Formal and 
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 semantic similarities were only perceived when the children were made 
explicitly aware of them. 
• Not helpful for ELL. 
• Being not a good language to use in the classroom, because the principal 
prefers them to speak English as much as possible.  
Overall, regardless of the teachers and children’s negative perceptions of 
Bislama within education, Bislama was found to have a positive influence on the 
children’s written English. The writing samples indicate that Bislama’s affordances 
include its similar lexicon to English which the children appeared to be largely 
implicitly aware of which resulted in their writing, on the whole, communicating the 
intended meaning, despite the errors in spelling and choice of words. Exceptions to 
this would be the use of false cognates, namely: Sweba’s use of the word ‘swim’, 
meaning ‘wash’, Valeny, Tabitha, Clarissa and Madeline’s use of the word ‘choke’ 
meaning ‘jerk’, and Valentina’s use of the word ‘make’, meaning ‘do/go’, all of 
which would make sense to Bislama speakers, but may be a little confusing for 
others who do not know Bislama. It appears therefore that Bislama has the potential 
to be used as a linguistic resource, to facilitate English language writing in terms of 
both form and meaning. However, it appears that teachers and children need to be 
made explicitly aware of Bislama’s potential, in order to avoid false cognate issues 
and for written English to improve. This confirms Gibson’s (1986) argument that it is 
how the affordances of a language are being perceived and used that is more 
important than the affordances themselves. Therefore the writing samples reveal that 
Bislama itself may not be the issue, but rather how the similarities and differences 
between Bislama and English are being perceived. Consequently a number of 
pedagogical implications that directly address these findings which are discussed 
next in Chapter 7 
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Chapter 7: Implications and Conclusions 
This case study explored the influences of Bislama on young learners’ lexical 
choices in their written English within the context of a government primary school in 
rural Vanuatu. As Chapter 1 documented, this context presents a number of 
challenges for both teachers and young learners, particularly in regard to the debate 
surrounding the use of Bislama in education and falling English literacy levels. As 
Chapters 1 and 2 outline, there have been ongoing concerns regarding the use of 
Bislama in education since Vanuatu gained independence in 1980, due to fears of 
negative influence on English language learning (ELL) as a result of Bislama’s 
lexical similarities to English (Early, 1999; Education Language Policy Team, 2010; 
Elley & Lumelume, 2009; Lynch, 1996; Miles 1998). However, Vanuatu’s Ministry 
of Education and Training (MOET) is now moving towards including the use of 
Bislama in education in early primary (grades 1-3), encouraging the use of the 
vernaculars and Bislama in all year levels for the purpose of facilitating 
understanding of lesson content. Nevertheless, the national education language 
policy still situates the languages of the former colonial era, English and French, as 
the principal languages of instruction, and as such, it appears they are set to continue 
dominating classrooms from Grade 4 onwards (Vandeputte-Tavo, 2013; Willans, 
2013; 2014). This case study therefore offers a timely contribution to this debate, 
given the ongoing concerns regarding the use of Bislama in education (Obed, 2014), 
and the MOET’s recent changes to their language policy to include Bislama in 
classrooms.  
Additional issues within the context of this case study pertain to the continuing 
decline of English literacy levels among children in Vanuatu schools. According to 
the MOET (2014), this may be due to the linguistic oral culture of Vanuatu whereby 
many of their Melanesian vernaculars do not have a written form and Bislama’s 
written form has only recently been standardized (MOET, 2014b). Children in 
Vanuatu therefore begin learning English with very limited prior knowledge of 
literacy in their own languages. These issues, combined with the rare opportunities 
for young learners to use English or French outside the classroom particularly in 
Chapter 7: Implications and Conclusions 255 
 rural areas, result in English literacy development seemingly facing continuing 
challenges.  
This final chapter therefore, reviews the findings detailed in Chapters 5 and 6 
before highlighting the original contributions this study offers to the field. 
Specifically, this study offers recommendations for using Bislama as a linguistic 
resource in English language classrooms for developing vocabulary and English 
literacy. Following these recommendations, I present the limitations and possibilities 
for future research within the field of English language teaching in Vanuatu primary 
contexts.  
7.1 THE STUDY’S FINDINGS 
As Chapter 4 outlined, this research was conducted at a government primary 
school in rural Vanuatu during one term (May-August 2013) in a Grade 3 (G3) and a 
composite Grade 5/6 (G5/6) class. The data collected comprise classroom 
observations examining the teachers’ talk, pre and post-observation teacher and 
children interviews, and children’s writing samples collected throughout the term. 
The research questions that guided the analysis and discussion of the data were: 
What influences of Bislama are evident in young learners’ lexical choices in 
their written English in a rural Vanuatu primary classroom? 
i. When, how often and for what purpose do the Ni-Vanuatu primary teachers use 
Bislama while teaching English vocabulary?  
ii. How do the Ni-Vanuatu primary teachers use Bislama as a scaffolding tool for 
mediating English vocabulary learning?  
iii. To what extent are the teachers’ use of Bislama and the influences of Bislama 
more generally evident in the young learners’ lexical choices in their written 
English?  
Chapter 3 detailed how the data was analysed through a sociocultural 
theoretical lens of mediated English vocabulary learning, holistically aligning 
theories of mediation and the zone of proximal development (ZDP) with Gibson’s 
theory of affordances (1977; 1986). I took the position that learning is a mediated 
process that is situated in social practice with language seen as a culturally 
constructed artefact used to mediate learning within a particular situational and 
cultural context. Thus, the data were analysed through a combination of 
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interrelational lenses, namely: (1) Wertsch’s (2007) notion of explicit and implicit 
mediation; (2) the understanding of the ZPD as a construction zone of situated 
teaching, learning and development; (3) the application of a framework of language 
scaffolding tools for vocabulary teaching; and (4) Gibson’s theory of affordances 
(1977; 1986), examining not only the affordances or functional opportunities of 
Bislama, but also how Bislama is perceived by the teachers and young learners. The 
writing samples were also analysed according to the concept of formal and semantic 
lexical transfer (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2010; Ringbom, 2001) which complimented 
Gibson’s theories. Thus, the analysis of the writing samples examined how 
influences of form and meaning from Bislama influenced the choice of words written 
in English (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2010).  
Within this theoretical framework, the analysis of the data was discussed from 
the perspectives of the debate surrounding the use of the L1 in L2 classrooms, 
teaching code-switching in primary EFL/ESL contexts, and the use of lexical transfer 
and vocabulary in L2 writing of young language learners, as detailed in Chapter 2. 
As such, the analysed data culminated into two interrelating broad themes, namely 
the use of Bislama as a linguistic resource by the teachers when teaching vocabulary, 
and within this context of the teachers’ talk, the linguistic affordances and challenges 
of Bislama found in the children’s written English. I turn now to summarize these 
findings from the research questions which guided the analysis and discussion of the 
data.  
7.1.1 The teachers’ use of Bislama when teaching English vocabulary (Research 
sub-questions i, ii & iii.) 
Both teachers used Bislama as a linguistic resource for building vocabulary 
meaning while recognizing its specific place in the English language classroom. As 
such, Bislama was used for approximately one fifth (G3: 18.7%; G5/6: 22%) of their 
classroom talk while teaching vocabulary, usually after speaking English first. This 
use of Bislama frequently occurred when the children demonstrated limited 
understanding of the new vocabulary which was often indicated in their lack of 
response to questions and elicitations. Consequently, both teachers maximized their 
use of English in each of the lessons observed, and were aware of the children’s need 
to hear and practice English, given that it is rarely used outside the classroom. 
Indeed, the interviews from the teachers and the school principal revealed how they 
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 viewed Bislama as being useful “in only a few things”, particularly as a resource for 
understanding English. This finding concurs with the maximal position within the 
debate of L1 use in L2 classrooms whereby while the L2 is maximized, the L1 is 
seen as being beneficial to language learning, provided that it is not overused; 
although who judges the quantity of ‘overuse’ and on what basis is not made clear  
(cf. V. Cook, 2001; Littlewood & Yu, 2011; Swain & Lapkin, 2000; Turnbull & 
Dailey-O’Cain, 2009). Additionally, these results regarding how often and when 
Bislama was used also correspond to the guidelines in the new education language 
policy (MOET, 2012) which states that while English and French should remain the 
principal languages of instruction, Bislama may be used for facilitating the 
understanding of lesson content. What was particularly interesting about this finding 
was the fact that these teachers were using Bislama in a similar way to what is 
outlined in the new language policy, even though this policy had not been 
implemented at the time of data collection in 2013. This reveals how these teachers 
were already using Bislama as a linguistic resource for teaching vocabulary, 
regardless of the policy regulation at the time which did not support the use of 
Bislama in education.  
In terms of purpose then, both teachers used Bislama as a linguistic resource 
and a scaffolding tool for both methodological and social functions, mostly for 
building understanding of new vocabulary (79.3%) with the remainder being used for 
classroom management purposes (19.4%). Specifically, Marley used Bislama most 
of the time for building vocabulary meaning (66%) with one third of Bislama used 
for classroom management purposes (34%), mostly for disciplining the children. 
However, Casey used Bislama almost exclusively for building vocabulary meaning 
(92.6%) and viewed Bislama as a useful ‘bridge’ for narrowing the linguistic gap 
between the Ni-Vanuatu children’s own vernaculars and English. This finding 
harmonizes with a similar view of Bislama from the MOET (2014b), regarding the 
use of Bislama in the early years of school. Therefore, both Casey and Marley 
perceived Bislama as having a positive influence on the learning of English 
vocabulary. These findings align with arguments within the L1 debate which 
promote the use of the L1 as a utilitarian linguistic resource that assists L2 learners 
by mediating their language learning (e.g. Belz, 2003; Inbar-Lourie, 2010; Oga-
Baldwin & Nakata, 2014; Sampson, 2013). 
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Methodologically and socially, Bislama was used as a scaffolding tool for 
mediating vocabulary learning in three key areas. Firstly, for incorporating dialogic 
co-construction as a scaffolding device (Berk & Winsler, 1995; Tharp & Gallimore, 
1988; Wood et al., 1976), Bislama was used in questions and elicitation for engaging 
children, making the classroom discussion more accessible and for fostering a 
productive and positive atmosphere in the classroom. When the teachers responded 
to the children in Bislama, this was for the purpose of confirming their answers, 
giving praise, attributing competence and boosting their confidence. These findings 
concur with other code-switching research (e.g. Inbar-Lourie, 2010; Jones, 2014; 
Nagy & Robertson, 2009; Qian et al., 2009; Rezvani & Rasekh, 2011). Thus, this use 
of Bislama in questioning, eliciting and responding provided a helpful step towards 
building understanding of the new vocabulary (Tharp & Gallimore, 1988). 
Secondly, in the structuring of vocabulary teaching to scaffold learning (Berk 
& Winsler, 1995; Tharp & Gallimore, 1988; Wood et al., 1976), it was found that 
generally, both teachers were reluctant to provide answers to their questions 
regarding new vocabulary, preferring to elicit the meaning of vocabulary, often 
resulting in the elicitation of associative words in the effort to build word meaning. 
However, both teachers only provided a basic level of vocabulary instruction, namely 
phonological and orthographical form and conceptual meaning using the scaffolding 
tools of modelling in English, contextualizing and simplifying using Bislama, and 
managing learning (see Table 3.2, Chapter 3). Although there was a strong focus on 
communicating meaning in Bislama and English, neither teacher marked the 
significant features of the words, such as examining other aspects of word form, or 
considering multiple meanings of words, collocations and networks of word 
associations, along with exploring the different contexts in which the words could be 
used. Additionally, neither teacher encouraged the children to use the new 
vocabulary in their writing activities, resulting in lost opportunities for developing 
vocabulary learning beyond the explicit instruction provided by the teachers. This 
finding highlighted a significant gap in the pedagogical practice of vocabulary 
teaching for both teachers.     
Nevertheless, in terms of using Bislama to communicate meaning, most 
notably, Casey acknowledged openly to the G5/6 class that vocabulary meaning is 
clearer when a definition is given in Bislama (Excerpt 5.7, Chapter 5). This statement 
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 not only verified this teacher’s view of the place of Bislama in education, but also 
communicated a strong message to the children that translating the vocabulary in 
Bislama, or giving definitions or explanations in Bislama is a practice that will 
benefit their vocabulary learning. Indeed, a large percentage of Bislama (G3: 38%; 
G5/6: 68.6%) was used in explanations, definitions and translations to explicitly 
mediate children’s understanding of vocabulary. Within these explanations, 
definitions and translations, it was found that both teachers frequently used Bislama 
to contextualize vocabulary meaning in their own cultural context, thus meditating 
understanding conceptually, pragmatically and on familiar social and cultural levels 
that the children could directly relate to. Here, it was found that Bislama was used to 
foster a shared cultural identity, by establishing rapport and decreasing the level of 
social distance. Bislama was used therefore as a scaffolding tool to mediate meaning 
on linguistic and social levels by drawing on the children’s own history, background 
and personal experiences. This confirms arguments in the literature regarding the 
close links between the learners’ language use and their identity in terms of how the 
L1 empowers learners, contributes knowledge, and makes use of its own resources 
(cf. Belz, 2003; G. Cook, 2007; Freeman Field, 2008).  
In terms of using Bislama for classroom management purposes, Marley was 
found to use Bislama to discipline children to decrease the level of social distance, 
show disapproval, motivate the children to be more engaged, and maintain their 
direction to keep focused on the vocabulary lesson. This concurs with a number of 
studies on teacher code-switching in primary contexts whereby findings reveal that 
the L1 was used frequently for classroom management and discipline purposes (e.g. 
Kang, 2008; McGlynn & Martin, 2009; Nagy & Robertson, 2009; Resvani & 
Rasekh, 2011). 
Thirdly, in terms of the scaffolding means of transferring responsibility (Berk 
& Winsler, 1995; Tharp & Gallimore, 1988; Wood et al., 1976), only Casey was 
found to have used Bislama as a scaffolding tool to not only check that the 
instructions being communicated were understood, but to also impress on the 
children the importance of the task, so they could understand the learning process. In 
this way Bislama was used to decrease the level of social distance and effectively 
build a sense of solidarity between the teacher and the learners in order to mediate 
self-regulation with the aim of transferring responsibility of learning to the children. 
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In the reviewed code-switching literature, only Nagy and Robertson’s (2009) study 
was found to have documented the use of the L1 to provide instructions and check 
these had been completed. However, Nagy and Robertson’s (2009) study (and other 
code-switching research in primary EFL/ESL contexts), did not document any use of 
the L1 to explicitly transfer responsibility of learning to the learners and mediate 
self-regulation. This study contributes therefore to this gap in the research.  
In summary, the teachers’ use of Bislama while teaching vocabulary was found 
to positively mediate the children’s vocabulary learning which was evident in their 
writing. Overall, the writing samples demonstrated a sound developing knowledge of 
new vocabulary revealing how the teachers’ use of Bislama to scaffold vocabulary 
learning had contributed positively to this developing knowledge. This was clearly 
seen in the writing of Clarissa, Valentina and Madeline (Writing Samples 5.3, 5.4, 
5.5). Other notable examples of this were found in Gretel and Sweba’s (Writing 
Samples 5.1, 5.2) writing which revealed strong indications of how Marley’s use of 
Bislama explicitly mediated their understanding of the new vocabulary. Additionally, 
Sweba’s writing also revealed evidence of how she had used the multiple meanings 
of Bislama to implicitly mediate her use of the word ‘angry’. Therefore, this finding 
reveals a particular affordance of Bislama, namely its multiple meanings that have 
the potential to both explicitly and implicitly mediate English vocabulary learning. 
7.1.2 Bislama’s influence on young learners’ lexical choices in their written 
English (Research sub-question iii.) 
The children’s lexical choices in their written English show evidence of both 
potentially problematic influences from Bislama (e.g. false cognates), and positive 
influences in the form of particular affordances (e.g. cognates). In terms of the 
challenges Bislama poses, the analysis of the writing samples found frequent 
instances of lexical borrowing resulting in the use of false cognates, cognates, 
coining and instances of phonological confusion, often resulting in recurring errors 
such as misspellings or English words being used in a way that may be considered as 
‘non-standard’ to L1 speakers of the language. As a number of writing samples 
revealed, errors hindering comprehension can occur when children incorrectly 
translate a Bislama word into English; although the form may be similar, the 
meanings can be different resulting in a false cognate being used. These challenges 
had not gone unnoticed by the teachers and the school principal who claim that with 
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 writing in English, Bislama is not helpful, resulting in sentences “not making sense” 
given how they “join the words” or “spell the words in Bislama”, resulting in a belief 
that Bislama “ruins English” when it comes to writing. Similarly, the children 
themselves perceive Bislama as being different to English, particularly 
phonologically, and do not see a cognate relationship between the two languages, 
thus also claiming that Bislama is not helpful for ELL. Indeed, many of the children 
failed to notice any influence from Bislama in a number of sentences presented to 
them in their focus group interviews, therefore revealing their lack of awareness of 
the similarities and differences between particular words in Bislama and English. 
However, what these negative views do not take into consideration, is the children’s 
own developing knowledge of English, and how this interlanguage, while being 
systematic, is not static, and is therefore a useful indicator of the children’s learning 
development (Lightbown & Spada, 2006).  
However, despite the use of lexical borrowing and the ensuing use of false 
cognates and coining in the children’s written English, these errors in themselves 
reveal the children’s implicit awareness of Bislama’s similarity of form to English – 
an affordance of Bislama – which is arguably an important step towards vocabulary 
development (Ringbom, 2007). Regardless of how consciously aware these children 
are of the similarities of form, the analysis of these writing samples reveals the 
potential for Bislama’s similar lexicon to English to be used as an affordance for 
highlighting the similarities and differences between Bislama and English for the 
purpose of developing vocabulary learning. This was particularly pertinent in the 
writing of two of the children (Jerald, Writing Sample 6.8; and Madeline, Writing 
Sample 6.4) who independently revised their use of Bislama words for the correct 
English words. Consequently, these findings reveal the importance of being able to 
identify the similarities and differences between Bislama and English and as such, 
the affordances Bislama has to offer which would be of no benefit to English 
language learners unless they are perceived and utilized (Gibson, 1986; Otwinowska-
Kasztelanic, 2011). This confirms Gibson’s (1986) argument that it is not the 
affordances themselves that are important, but if these affordances are being 
perceived and used. Thus, this suggests that the challenges Bislama poses can arise 
when the children are not aware of cognates and false cognates, and have limited 
English phonemic and orthographic awareness. Therefore, the challenges that 
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Bislama poses may not be issues themselves, but rather how the similarities and 
differences between Bislama and English are being perceived by both the teachers 
and their young learners.  
7.2 WAYS FORWARD: IMPLICATIONS OF THE FINDINGS AND THE 
CONTRIBUTIONS OF THIS STUDY 
This case study makes a number of contributions to the field of English 
language teaching and research, and proposes recommendations in the areas of 
English vocabulary teaching and writing in the Vanuatu education context and 
further afield. This section presents these contributions and recommendations in light 
of the findings, and while they are applicable to the Vanuatu education context, they 
are not limited to primary classrooms, Vanuatu’s rural areas, or the South Pacific 
context.  
To begin, overall the most notable contribution this case study makes is the 
valuable insights it offers into the influences of Bislama on English vocabulary 
learning and writing since little or no published research has previously explored 
these issues specifically. As Macaro (2009) points out, very little research has 
explored the benefit that code-switching in the L1 has on L2 learning itself. Chapter 
2 documented how very little research has been conducted in the primary EFL/ESL 
and ‘English only’ contexts that explores teacher code-switching, lexical transfer, 
and children’s vocabulary in their written English with even fewer studies where the 
L1 was a pidgin or creole, particularly in the South Pacific context. While there is a 
sizable amount of literature discussing the issues regarding the use of Bislama in 
education generally, I found only one study by Willans (2011) which explored the 
use of Bislama code-switching in schools. However, this study was limited to code-
switching among learners and not teachers, was set in the context of a secondary 
school and did not explore the influences of Bislama on learning specifically. 
Additionally, while Siegel (1996; 1997) has explored the influence of a Melanesian 
pidgin on language learning among very young children in the South Pacific context, 
this study was conducted with pre-schoolers and based in Papua New Guinea, 
therefore offering only partial insights for the Vanuatu primary education context. 
My study therefore offers a deeper understanding of the influences of Bislama on 
ELL and fills a considerable gap in the literature. These insights are particularly 
timely given the recent implementation of the new education language policy and 
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 therefore have the potential to contribute significantly to the advancement of English 
vocabulary teaching and learning, and writing in Vanuatu primary contexts. 
Furthermore, these insights may also contribute towards a better understanding of 
ELL issues in other similar primary education contexts in the South Pacific, such as 
Papua New Guinea, The Solomon Islands and Fiji. Therefore, taking these insights of 
the influences of Bislama on vocabulary learning and children’s written English into 
consideration, I turn now to discuss other theoretical, methodological and 
pedagogical contributions and implications in specific areas of data collection and 
analysis, vocabulary teaching, and improving written English within the Vanuatu 
education context.  
7.2.1 Theoretical and methodological contributions of the study 
7.2.1.1 Using the ‘Language Scaffolding Tools for Vocabulary Teaching’ for 
analysing teacher talk 
A particular theoretical contribution arising from this study is the use of the 
‘Language Scaffolding Tools for Vocabulary Teaching’ model employed in the 
analysis of the teachers’ talk from the classroom observations. This model offers an 
original contribution to the research methodology of studies exploring teacher talk 
during vocabulary instruction. At the time of writing, to the best of my knowledge, 
no other model of scaffolding tools for vocabulary teaching was found in the 
literature. As Chapter 3 details, its design is based on the synthesis of work from 
scholars in the field of scaffolding (Berk & Winsler, 1995; Tharp & Gallimore, 1988; 
Wood et al., 1976; Wells, 1999a; Van de Pol et al., 2010). It succinctly theorizes the 
various means of scaffolding employed for providing rich vocabulary instruction 
(e.g. engaging learners by activating prior knowledge, contextualising and 
simplifying by incorporating context within definitions, and maintaining direction by 
applying a variety of vocabulary learning activities (Graves et al., 2013)), while also 
complementing the extent of word knowledge necessary for learning new vocabulary 
(e.g. marking significant features of words, such as their form, meaning and use 
(Nation, 2001)). As such, although this model was applied in the analysis of the 
teachers’ use of Bislama while teaching English vocabulary in this study, its design 
could potentially be applied to other vocabulary research examining teacher’s talk in 
L1 vocabulary instruction with either children or adults at any level of vocabulary 
learning, regardless of the language they are learning. Additionally, the findings of 
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this study also demonstrate the benefits of the model for understanding and 
theorizing a teachers’ pedagogical practice, while also informing the literature on 
providing rich vocabulary instruction. As such, this model has the potential to be 
explored further not only for a methodological purpose for data analysis in future 
vocabulary teaching research, but also for a pedagogical purpose for developing the 
practice of vocabulary teaching itself.  
7.2.1.2 Using an activity-oriented approach when interviewing children 
A notable methodological implication arising from this study was the use of 
various activities when interviewing the children. This has particular implications for 
non-indigenous researchers working with indigenous children, since taking a 
culturally reflexive and sensitive approach when collecting data is vital to avoid 
misrepresenting the young participants and their culture (Hill & May, 2013; Pillow, 
2003; Smith, 1999). As noted in Chapter 4, research has found that an activity-
oriented interview approach is valuable for discussing difficult and sensitive topics 
with children through the use of drawings, photographs, toys, puppets, dolls, and 
various exercises (cf. Brooker, 2001; V. Cook & Hess, 2007; Colucci, 2007; Winston 
et al., 2014). Thus, this approach has been found to contribute towards creating a 
secure, comfortable and enjoyable environment that stimulates their interest and 
cognition, thus enabling them to voice their own perspectives without 
communicative barriers or pressures, while diminishing power relations between the 
child and the interviewer (Colucci, 2007; Formosinho & Araújo, 2006; Winston et 
al., 2014).  
When interviewing the children, the active engagement from each of the 
participants and the insightful comments received during the interviews, along with 
observing how the children left appearing happy and relaxed, clearly demonstrated 
the benefits of applying an activity-oriented approach. This finding aligns with other 
research on children and young people where activity-oriented interviews effectively 
elicited rich dialogue on difficult and sensitive topics from those who may not have 
been as engaged or responsive in a standard interview format (cf. Brooker, 2001; V. 
Cook & Hess, 2007; Colucci, 2007; Winstone et al., 2014). This strongly suggests 
that this innovative approach has potential benefits for interviewing indigenous 
children from diverse language or cultural backgrounds, along with research 
conducted with non-indigenous children. Additionally, the three activities used in the 
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 focus group interviews (a memory game, a picture story with speech bubbles, and 
sentence cards containing the children’s own writing) offer original and innovative 
contributions to current research on activity-oriented interview techniques, adding to 
the tried and tested methods of using visuals, various toys and artefacts, and 
exercises. Further research therefore would be beneficial to explore the use of these 
activities and variations on these, in other contexts to explore the use of activity-
oriented interviews with children more deeply.  
7.2.1.3 Using distinct coding categories for analysing teacher code-switching  
An additional methodological contribution from this study is the use of distinct 
coding categories for analysing teacher code-switching (see Appendix G). These 
specific categories of the purpose for switching into the L1 have the potential to 
inform teacher code-switching research on vocabulary teaching. As Chapter 2 
revealed, little research has been conducted on teacher code-switching in primary 
EFL/ESL contexts. Of these studies, only broad categories of code-switching are 
given which are often termed in a variety of ways, making it difficult to compare the 
results. Furthermore, none of these studies on teacher code-switching distinguished 
between explanations and definitions or defined the nature of translations. This is 
particularly important for analysing the teacher’s use of their L1 when teaching new 
vocabulary, in order to fully explore the different purposes of L1 use. Therefore, 
although a qualitative analysis of code-switching data requires an inductive 
approach, the distinct code-switching categories that arose from the analysis of my 
study’s data have the potential to inform researchers in their own analysis of code-
switching data. As Merriam (2009) asserts, the naming of categories should be 
sensitive and specific, while being informed by the research purpose, its theoretical 
framework, the reviewed literature and the participants. The distinct categories, along 
with their definitions and examples from this study’s data, can potentially therefore 
serve as a useful guide and starting point for other code-switching researchers, 
particularly for researching vocabulary teaching and learning.  
7.2.2  Pedagogical contributions of the study 
7.2.2.1 Using Bislama for scaffolding the teaching of vocabulary in Vanuatu 
classrooms 
A significant implication that arises from this study is the use of Bislama as a 
linguistic resource for scaffolding the teaching of vocabulary in Vanuatu classrooms. 
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The practice of using the L1 in L2 classrooms has been the subject of controversial 
debate as detailed in Chapter 2. Among the arguments against the use of the L1, are 
fears of interference in L2 learning and a reduction of opportunities for using the L2 
(see V. Cook, 2001; Littlewood & Yu, 2011; Turnbull & Dailey-O’Cain, 2009). 
However, more recently, these arguments against the use of the L1, along with the 
practice of ‘English only’ policies have been challenged. There is now increasing 
acknowledgment that the L1 is a utilitarian linguistic resource that mediates L2 
learning, rather than impeding it, and offers opportunities to access valuable prior 
knowledge (e.g. Belz, 2003; Hall & G. Cook, 2013; 2014; Inbar-Lourie, 2010; 
Macaro, 2009; Oga-Baldwin & Nakata, 2014; Sampson, 2013; Zhao & Macaro, 
2014).  
Indeed, this study clearly revealed how the teachers’ use of Bislama while 
teaching vocabulary had a positive impact on the children’s vocabulary learning and 
subsequently, their written English. This was clearly seen in the written work of both 
Gretel and Sweba (Writing Samples 5.1 & 5.2) which showed direct positive 
influence from the teacher’s use of Bislama when communicating vocabulary 
meaning. The classroom data reveals how this was due to how Bislama mediated 
understanding by drawing on the children’s own histories, backgrounds and personal 
experiences, thus fostering a shared cultural identity through contextualizing the 
vocabulary on familiar social and cultural levels that the children could directly 
relate to. As Crowley (1990) points out, Bislama has become a language that 
expresses a Melanesian identity which now shares a prominent position within 
Vanuatu’s multilingual society. Additionally, Bislama was found to decrease the 
level of social distance and effectively build a sense of solidarity between the teacher 
and the learners in order to mediate self-regulation with the aim of transferring 
responsibility of learning to the children. This strongly suggests the potential for 
Bislama to be used strategically as a linguistic resource for scaffolding the teaching 
of vocabulary in Vanuatu primary classrooms – provided that it is not overused at the 
detriment of valuable exposure to English (Turnbull & Dailey-O’Cain, 2009). This 
finding aligns with previous research where the L1 was used as a scaffolding tool to 
assist L2 learning, as Anton and DiCamilla (1998) argue, the L1 can be a “powerful 
tool of semiotic mediation” (p.415; cf. Belz, 2003; V. Cook, 2001; Hall & G. Cook, 
2013; 2014; Inbar-Lourie, 2010; Littlewood & Yu, 2011; Oga-Baldwin & Nakata, 
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 2014; Sampson, 2013; Turnbull & Dailey-O’Cain, 2009). Macaro (2009) also adds 
that the L1 “triggers deeper semantic processing” (p.49) than if only the target 
language (TL) was used. More specifically, in terms of vocabulary learning, recent 
research also indicates that a teacher’s use of the L1 is more effective than 
explanations provided only in the L2 (Zhao & Macaro, 2014). Although there is a 
plethora of research supporting the use of the L1 in L2 learning, this study makes a 
valuable contribution to this debate from a South Pacific perspective, particularly 
given the debates surrounding the use of Bislama in education. These findings 
therefore have implications not only for Vanuatu, but other similar education and 
linguistic contexts in the South Pacific region, particularly in Papua New Guinea, 
The Solomon Islands and Fiji where local vernaculars or the Melanesian 
pidgin/creole may be used as a linguistic resource for scaffolding vocabulary 
learning. 
7.2.2.2 Raising awareness of the similarities and differences between 
Bislama and English  
Secondly, a significant implication that has arisen from the data is for teachers 
to make the similarities and differences between Bislama and English explicit to their 
young learners, helping them identify both cognates and false cognates that occur 
between Bislama and English. Chapter 3 introduced the notion that while the 
affordances of a language simply exist, it is the perception and resulting use of the 
affordances that is functionally significant (Gibson, 1977; 1986; Heft, 2001; 
Segalowitz, 2001). As Van Lier (2000, p.252) points out, “an affordance affords 
further action” but it remains static until it is perceived and further utilized. Arguably 
then, language learning can be developed and enriched when the level of language 
awareness is increased, resulting in the affordances between the L1 and the L2 being 
perceived and capitalized upon (Segalowitz, 2001; Singleton & Aronin, 2007; Van 
Lier, 2000). However, as pointed out by Otwinowaska-Kasztelanic (2011), many L2 
learners are not aware of cognates and often perceive their L1 and the TL as being 
typologically distant.  
This study has clearly shown that the children viewed Bislama and English to 
be linguistically different, particularly phonologically. They did not perceive the 
similarities and differences between Bislama and English, resulting in a number of 
errors in their writing (e.g. the use of false cognates). Previous research with both 
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children and adults support this finding (cf. Llach, 2005; Otwinowaska-Kasztelanic, 
2011). Most notably however, the written work of Jerald (Writing Sample 6.8) and 
Madeline (Writing Sample 6.4) showed evidence of how children’s writing in 
English can be improved when the differences of meaning between cognates and 
false cognates are correctly perceived and utilized. The question arises therefore, if 
Jerald and Madeline did this independently, how much more vocabulary learning can 
be accomplished along with any potential errors be avoided, if teachers explicitly 
taught the similarities and differences between Bislama and English? As the 
literature on vocabulary teaching testifies, explicitly teaching learners about cognates 
and false cognates can powerfully allow them to compare form and meaning of 
words in their L1 and L2 for building vocabulary knowledge and developing literacy 
skills (cf. Ganske, 2014; Graves et al., 2013; Jiménez, 2014). However, for Bislama 
to be considered and used as a linguistic resource for writing in Vanuatu schools, it 
seems both teachers and learners need to be made explicitly aware of the similarities 
and differences between Bislama and English in order to avoid false cognate issues, 
and for writing to improve. This strongly suggests that if Ni-Vanuatu teachers spent 
time in their vocabulary lessons to explicitly examine the formal and semantic 
similarities and differences between Bislama and English in a way that is appropriate 
for the children’s age and level of English, that vocabulary learning and written 
English could be more effectively developed. This recommendation has been 
strongly supported in previous research and a number of different methods have been 
put forward for applying this teaching methodology, as detailed in Chapter 2, Section 
2.4.2.4 (cf. Benson, 2002; Ganske, 2014; Graves et al., 2013; Jiménez, 2014; 
Lightbown and Spada, 2006; Llach, 2005; Nation, 2001; Navés, Miralpeix & Celaya, 
2005; Otwinowaska-Kasztelanic, 2011). Further to these methods, the 100 most 
commonly used Bislama words as detailed in a chart published by the MOET 
(2014b) may also be effective for pointing out cognates – e.g. afta (after), hapi 
(happy), smol (small) – and false cognates – e.g. be (but), long (preposition: in, at, 
on), sore (sorry). This approach whereby teachers explicitly point out differences 
between the learners’ L1 and L2 can be a beneficial and valuable consciousness-
raising strategy for vocabulary learning (Benson, 2002; Ganske, 2014; Graves et al., 
2013; Odlin, 1989; Schneider, 2011).  
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 Additionally, the categories and real examples of the different types of Bislama 
influence, as detailed in Tables 6.1 and 6.2 (Chapter 6), offer a further contribution 
of this study, in how they can be used as a teaching resource for highlighting the 
similarities and differences between Bislama and English. Ni-Vanuatu teachers could 
use these categories and examples to explicitly raise awareness of the different types 
of Bislama influence, by pointing out the practice of lexical borrowing and the 
resulting use of cognates and false cognates, instances of phonological confusion, 
and how Bislama can influence writing in terms of meaning as well as form. These 
categories and examples therefore have the potential to provide a valuable resource 
for both teachers and young learners. Nevertheless, further research is warranted for 
exploring the methodology of explicitly teaching the similarities and differences 
between Bislama and English, not only in Vanuatu, but elsewhere in similar contexts 
within the South Pacific. This would be beneficial for establishing the extent of any 
challenges that might occur, along with what benefits this methodology offers for 
vocabulary and writing development.  
7.2.2.3 Professional development for pre-service and existing Ni-Vanuatu 
teachers 
Aside from these various teaching methods for explicitly teaching the 
similarities and differences between Bislama and English, it is also important to 
consider the Ni-Vanuatu teachers’ own professional development for raising this 
awareness. The process of explicit vocabulary teaching involves giving more time to 
expound on the different characteristics of lexical knowledge (Nation, 2001). Hence, 
for building awareness of cognates and false cognates between Bislama and English, 
this will involve examining different aspects of lexical knowledge, such as various 
elements of form, multiple meanings and the different contexts in which the words 
might be used, as synthesized in the Word Knowledge Framework in Chapter 2. 
Thus, for teachers to be explicit about these aspects of lexical knowledge, they will 
first need to be aware of these characteristics themselves. This might be problematic 
in Vanuatu, given the limited education and training of many Ni-Vanuatu teachers 
(MOET, 2014a), along with limited knowledge in providing rich vocabulary 
instruction, as this study has clearly revealed. Therefore professional development 
workshops, for both existing and pre-service teachers will be necessary first, to 
highlight not only the need to raise awareness of cognates and false cognates in 
vocabulary teaching, but also to focus on the different characteristics of word 
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knowledge. To this end, the Word Knowledge Framework has the potential to simply 
and visually communicate what it means to know a word and provide a basic 
overview of the different degrees of word knowledge. Additionally, it could be used 
for teacher education purposes as a reminder and a checklist of the extent of word 
knowledge that learners need to know in order to gain full word knowledge.  
This potential use of the Word Knowledge Framework therefore, highlights a 
further original contribution this study makes to the teaching of English vocabulary. 
Synthesized from the work of numerous scholars (cf. Cameron, 2001; Laufer, 1997; 
Nation, 1990; 2001; Pinter, 2006; Richards, 1976; Ringbom, 1987; Schmitt, 1995; 
2000; Tompkins, Campbell & Green; 2012), it offers a comprehensive visual guide 
to what it means to know a word, regardless of whether that vocabulary is from the 
first, second, third (and so forth) language being learnt. Although discussion on what 
it means to know a word can be found in much of the literature with some scholars 
proposing various word knowledge frameworks (cf. Nation, 1990; 2001; Ringbom, 
1987; Schmitt, 1995; Tompkins et al., 2012), none of these studies have combined 
the characteristics of word knowledge in such a comprehensive and visual manner. 
This framework therefore makes a notable contribution to the current literature on 
word knowledge and thus, has the potential to be used as a guide for teacher 
education, language educators and language learners themselves in many different 
contexts.  
7.3 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY AND DIRECTIONS FOR FURTHER 
RESEARCH    
While this study makes a number of significant contributions and 
recommendations for English language teaching and research in Vanuatu primary 
contexts, a number of limitations must be acknowledged in terms of its 
methodological design and scope. As such, directions for further research are 
proposed to confirm and extend the findings from this study.  
Firstly, as a qualitative ethnographic case study, one government school, the 
school principal, two teachers and 15 children were the focus of this study, resulting 
in its strength lying in a rich description from a ‘real-life’ context which can be 
assimilated more easily by the reader to their own contexts (Merriam, 2009; Simons, 
2009). Further research therefore would be beneficial to explore how these issues 
compare not only in other rural areas of Vanuatu, but also in the urban areas. This 
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 would be beneficial for exploring if the influence of Bislama on the learner’s lexical 
choices is bound geographically, or even culturally or socially where Bislama is 
becoming more widely learnt as the children’s L1 (MOET, 2014b). Additionally, 
extending the research to secondary schools would also give indications of how 
Bislama continues to influence learning beyond primary education. Furthermore, it 
would be interesting to design a similar study exploring the influences of Bislama 
quantitatively. Perhaps through the use of questionnaires, teachers’ and children’s 
perceptions of Bislama and its similarities and differences to English could be gained 
on a more national level, along with vocabulary performance measures from a wider 
variety of learners, to examine their knowledge and use of new vocabulary.  
A further methodological limitation is the length of time for data collection. 
Although one 13-week term can yield much information about the influences of 
Bislama on the learning and use of English vocabulary, this remains only a small 
‘snapshot’ of what occurs in the classroom. More time, such as a longitudinal 
approach over two years, would be beneficial for exploring: (1) the teacher’s use of 
English and Bislama in the classroom while teaching vocabulary; and (2) the 
subsequent children’s writing over time to examine the language development of the 
learners and what influence Bislama has in that development.  
Additional methodological limitations exist in what data was collected from the 
teachers. While the classroom observations and interviews with the teachers were 
insightful in terms of examining their frequency and purpose for using Bislama, this 
offers a limited perspective. Further research incorporating stimulated verbal recalls 
with teachers would be beneficial for exploring at a deeper level, the teachers’ 
reasoning behind the linguistic choices they make at particular points in the lesson.  
In terms of the analysis of the writing samples, this was limited to exploring 
only particular aspects of form and meaning in a small selection of the young 
learners’ lexical choices that indicated notable Bislama influence. Further research 
therefore, examining a wider variety of children’s writing that explores the 
influences of Bislama in terms of syntax and grammatical patterns, would give a 
more complete picture of the influences of Bislama in children’s writing.  
Finally, on a more general level, this study was limited to the exploration of the 
influences of Bislama on vocabulary in writing. More research is needed to examine 
what influences of Bislama occur in other aspects of English language learning, such 
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as speaking, reading and listening. Hence, a more holistic approach would yield 
findings that would be beneficial to teachers for the whole English language 
curriculum.  
7.4 A FINAL WORD  
The findings from this study have clearly shown evidence of the positive 
influence Bislama can have on the lexical choices in the children’s written English. 
The analysis and discussion of the data reveal how Bislama has the potential to be 
used as a linguistic resource, in terms of both its formal and semantic features, to 
facilitate not only the learning of English vocabulary, but also writing in English for 
young language learners. Indeed, while this study has highlighted that Bislama poses 
particular challenges for English language learners, it is proposed that these can be 
overcome with explicit teaching of the similarities and differences between Bislama 
and English. This strongly suggests that it is not Bislama itself that presents the 
linguistic issues, but rather how these similarities and differences are perceived and 
utilized by both teachers and young learners. However, this study was set within the 
context of rural Vanuatu where reservations and concerns about the use of Bislama in 
education remain, despite scholars calling for more use of Bislama in the classroom 
(cf. Early, 2009; Siegel, 1997; 2006; Willans, 2011; 2013; 2014). It is possible 
therefore that it may still be some time before concerns surrounding the use of 
Bislama in education subside, even if Ni-Vanuatu teachers are made aware of 
Bislama’s linguistic affordances, how it can be used as a resource for teaching 
vocabulary, and trained to raise awareness of cognates and false cognates between 
Bislama and English. As the literature on teacher code-switching and L1 use in L2 
classrooms points out, Vanuatu is not alone with this issue with the global debate 
surrounding the use of the L1 in L2 classrooms set to continue. Nevertheless, at the 
time of writing with the implementation of the new language policy imminent, it 
appears that the Vanuatu education system is on the verge of significant change. It is 
hoped therefore that this study has provided insights and an understanding of the 
potential of Bislama as a linguistic resource for English language learning, that other 
research exploring these issues will follow, and that this study in the meantime might 
inform and significantly benefit Ni-Vanuatu teachers and their young English 
language learners.  
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 Appendix B: 
Pre-Observation Teacher Interview Guide 
 
Background: 
1. How long have you been living here on Menua Lava26 ? 
2. Which island are you from? 
3. What language do you usually speak at home? 
4. How long have you been teaching? 
5. Where did you do your teacher training? 
6. How long was the course? 
7. What did you learn about on the course? 
8. What teaching qualifications do you have? 
9. Where did you teach before coming to this school? 
10. What grades have you taught in the past? 
 
Teaching philosophy & pedagogical beliefs: 
11. What do you enjoy about teaching generally? 
12. What are some highlights about teaching English? 
13. What are some challenges in teaching English? 
14. Why do you think learning English is important in Vanuatu? 
15. What are some of the biggest challenges for children learning English today? 
 
Plans for the coming term: 
16. Tell me about the students in your class this year? (Their level?) 
17. What were some highlights from last term in your English class? 
18. What were some challenges from last term in your English class? 
19. What are your goals this term for teaching English? 
20. What new vocabulary will you be teaching this term?  
21. Which units will you be teaching from the textbook? 
22. Will you be reviewing any vocabulary from last term? If so, what 
vocabulary? 
23. What is your preferred method for teaching new vocabulary? 
24. What days of the week do you teach new vocabulary? 
25. When do you usually review the new vocabulary? 
26. What writing activities do you plan to do this term? 
 
Finally: 
27. Do you have any questions about this research project? 
 
  
26 The real name of the island was used in the interviews. 
314 Appendices 
                                                 
 
  
Appendix C: 
Post-Observation Teacher Interview Guide 
 
1. Tell me about your students’ writing skills: 
• Meeting outcomes/goals? 
• Challenges/Concerns? Why? 
• Use of Bislama words/spelling? 
 
2. When you are teaching new vocabulary, why do you use 
Bislama? 
 
3. How do you think Bislama influences the learning of English vocabulary? 
• Supports/hinders spelling? 
• Supports/hinders understanding of word meanings? 
• Supports/hinders with the position of words in a sentence? 
 
4. As someone who speaks Bislama a lot at home, what has been your experience of 
learning English vocabulary in Vanuatu? 
• Bislama helpful? How? 
• Helpful/constraint for teaching English vocabulary? 
• Helpful/constraint for learning English vocabulary? 
• Issues regarding cultural identity and education of Melanesian values? 
 
5. I have heard some people here say “Bislama ruins your English!” What is your 
opinion on this? 
 
6. What are your thoughts about the current education language policy which states 
that only English is to be used in the classroom?27 
• Agree with policy? Why/Why not? 
• Challenges/Concerns? Why? 
 
7. If there was no language policy and you were free to use any language in the 
classroom, what language would you use? Why? 
 
8. What advice would you give new Ni-Vanuatu primary teachers about using 
Bislama when teaching new vocabulary in the classroom? 
 
 
 
  
27 At the time of data collection the new language policy had not been implemented and the both the 
researcher and the teachers were not aware of the new policy document.  
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 Appendix D: 
Focus Group Interview Activity 1: ‘Memory Game’ 
Grade 3 words and pictures 
 
 
Grade 5/6 words and pictures 
 
 
Grade 5/6 memory game in action 
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Appendix E: 
Focus Group Interview Activity 2: ‘Speech Bubble Story’ 
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 Appendix F: 
Focus Group Interview Activity 3: ‘Sentence Search’ 
 
• I was my clothes 
• I spen my holiday at Lombok28 
• I dived for some fish for a fist at Narasai 
• She when outside 
• The man said, “Cut the rop off my leg”. 
• I will keep the maney for my clothes 
• He tried to hold onto the stone but the shark was pulling strong 
• He decided to make some fishing 
• After working in the garden, I went to swim at my house and then I went 
to bed. 
 
  
28 Lombok and Narasai are pseudonyms. The real names of places were used in the interview.  
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Appendix G: 
Themes and Categories Found in the Teachers’ Use of Bislama When 
Teaching Vocabulary 
 
Theme 1: Methodological functions for using Bislama:  
Developing understanding of new vocabulary  
Category 
Purpose for code-
switching when teaching 
vocabulary 
Examples of teacher code-switching 
Translation: 
Using an 
equivalent in the 
L1 
To confirm the children’s 
expressed understanding 
T – What dis mean by vines? 
C’ren – Rop, rop (vine, vine) 
T – Rops ah? (vines aren’t they?) 
 
To confirm meaning after a 
synonym, definition or 
explanation has been given 
in English  
T – Twist? Er (xxx) R__ 
C1 – Turn 
T – To turn, Bislama hem i tanem ah? (The 
Bislama for this is ‘tanem’(to turn) isn’t it?) 
 
Definition: 
Concise 
explanation 
(usually no 
more than 7 
Bislama words) 
to provide the 
exact meaning 
 
Using a paraphrase T – Cautious means yu mas luk aot (you must be 
careful) 
Explanation: 
Detailed 
explanation 
(usually 7 
Bislama words 
or more) to 
provide more 
information 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Using a particular or 
familiar situation or 
scenario that 
contextualizes the target 
language word 
 
T - When something is drifting, it is moving ah? 
C’ren - yes 
T - Yes. Bae yu stap luk kenu (2.0) supose yu no 
sakem anka (If you had your canoe and didnt 
anchor it) what will happen to the canoe? 
C’ren - Drift 
 
Using humour in a 
culturally meaningful way 
T – Yes. When you work and you are on holiday and 
then, you get your money and will go to Australia. 
Nao we bae man Ostrelia no luk waet tourist hem 
i luk blak tourists! (Then they wouldn't see white 
tourists, they would see black tourists!) 
[CHILDREN LAUGH] Yes? 
 
Using a detailed 
description 
T – To be poisoned means se wan samting we yu 
hem i afektem bodi blo yu afta we yu bin kakae 
ah? (means something that affects your body after 
you have eaten it, doesnt it?)  
 
Using examples to build 
meaning 
T – Alright, fairness, fairness we have (1.0) a lot of 
er quest- er answers about fairness ah? Obey your 
parents (1.5) afta yu sharem kakae blo yu (1.0) yu 
gud lo wan man, OK? (you share your food (1.0) 
you’re good to someone, OK?) (3.0). 
 
To elaborate, giving more 
detail to an accompanying 
definition or explanation 
T – Go quiet (1.0) be careful of something (1.0) 
especially arh, if you are talking about sharks, if you 
afraid of sharks, then there's, you see a shark in the 
water when you're diving you must kum aot lo hem 
(get away from it). (0.5) Swam cautiously means, 
you go quiet and be very careful. (2.5) You must 
come out of danger, you swim out of danger.  
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 Category 
Purpose for code-
switching when teaching 
vocabulary 
Examples of teacher code-switching 
Explanation: 
(Continued) 
Reinforcing in L1, a 
previous explanation in 
English 
T - Turtles, then we talk about ah lagoon is er sea 
water that is in the middle of the islands. On our 
islands here we can say, er, the sea between the 
shore and the reef ah? 
C’ren – Yes 
T – Lo mi telem se singaotem lagoon lagoon. (I’m 
saying that is a) lagoon (1.0) 
 
Initiation: 
Eliciting word 
meaning 
Asking a question/eliciting 
in Bislama for the meaning 
of the English vocabulary  
 
T – [READING FROM THE STORY] ‘It has eyes 
that could open and shut’. That means that hem i 
stap wanem? (What is it doing?) 
Feedback: 
Responding to 
the children  
To confirm meaning by 
repeating a student’s 
utterance, and so bringing 
the whole class into the 
dialogue which was initially 
between the student and the 
teacher 
T – Unfair (5.5) Fair means er you have to share, 
but unfair (2.5) Unfair, unfair 
C’ren – Share, share 
T – Ah? 
Jerald – No wantem sea (not wanting to share) 
T – Yu no wantem sea ah? (You don't want to share 
do you?) OK, Jerald said ‘yu no wantem sea’ (you 
don't want to share). 
 
Accessibility: 
Intra-sentential 
code-switching  
Using occasional intra-
sentential switching, to 
simplify the discourse e.g. a 
Bislama preposition, 
pronoun or auxiliary verb 
(usually not nouns or other 
verbs) within a sentence in 
English 
 
T – Forest. Now bush harem (listen) forest last 
time we know that bush and the forest we talk, we 
say there is a primary (0.5) hem i (it's a) big bush 
that man has not yet… cleaned 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
320 Appendices 
  
Theme 2: Methodological functions for using Bislama:  
Classroom management 
Category Purpose for code-switching when teaching vocabulary Examples of teacher code-switching 
Discipline Reinforcing correct student 
behaviour 
T – OK, load and clear (1.5) [LOOKING AT L___] 
What? Alright, J__, help 
C1 – Coocumbas 
T – OK, now V___ nao blo harem hem naoia ah? 
(and then we can hear him now can’t we?) 
 
Directly disciplining 
inappropriate student 
behaviour 
 
T – J__ (xxx) stap kwaet (be quiet) 
Giving 
Instructions 
Rationalizing the task given T – Next to the words that you have learnt (1.0) 
minim se neks taem, taem yu kam akrosem wod ia 
yu save wanem nao (1.0) wot hem i min (the names, 
so next time when you come across a word here, you 
will know what they mean) (2.0) 
 
Reassuring children of 
learning opportunity while 
giving instructions 
T – The words on the blackboard, you, you know, 
supos yu forgetem mining blo hem, yu yu yu, yu no 
raetem yet… (If you forget the meaning of them, you, 
you, you, you, you haven’t written them yet…) 
C’ren – Yes  
T – Yes? We’re going to do writing exercise 
tomorrow, we’re going to do the exercise and then 
you just (0.5) write down the meanings in your books 
ah? (1.0) 
 
Informing children of what 
s/he (the teacher) will be 
doing next 
 
T – Ok we have one last word bae mi tijing hem i 
blo (xxx) i lo stap blo ples ia ah (I will teach you 
(xxx) and write it here) 
Giving children a task T – L__ talem (say it) 
C1 – A box of matches  
 
Initiation 
Directing 
children’s 
attention  
Reminding the children of 
something they have 
learnt/done previously 
T – It means to go very quickly to somebody (1.5) 
taem we (the time when) last time we talk about 
rush… 
Directing the children’s 
attention to something in 
particular that is being 
taught, e.g. a word or phrase 
 
T – What dis mean by fairness? (3.0) F-A-I-R-N-E-S 
[TEACHER SPELLING FAIRNESS AS HE IS 
WRITING THE WORD ON THE BLACKBOARD] 
Hem ia wod ia (This is the word here) 
 
Introducing something new 
that the children will learn 
about 
 
T – Today where we lanem se (learnt that) we got 
one more sixth sense yet? (6.0) 
Feedback Concluding the discourse T – On your health. Right, hem i na sam wok lo 
dokta (this is the doctor’s work) 
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 Theme 3: Social functions for using Bislama : 
Category Purpose for code-switching when teaching vocabulary Examples of teacher code-switching 
Shared 
Cultural 
Identity 
Acknowledging a shared 
history 
T – Do we have factories in Vanuatu?  
C’ren – No, no 
T – Ooh, yumi gat ia! (We do!) 
 
Acknowledging a shared 
understanding 
T – …hem i stret lo Bislama (its correct/clear in 
Bislama) to be poisoned ah? (1.0)  
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Appendix H: 
Ethics: Example of Participant Information and Consent Forms 
 
 
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION FOR QUT 
RESEARCH PROJECT 
– Classroom Observations (Students) – 
A Case Study of the Influences of Bislama on Young Learners’ Lexical Choices  
in their Written English in a Rural Vanuatu Primary School  
QUT Ethics Approval Number  1300000247 
RESEARCH TEAM   
Principal 
Researcher: 
Emma Caukill, PhD Student, Queensland University of Technology, 
Brisbane, Australia. 
PhD Supervisors: 
 
Dr Lynette May (Principal Supervisor) 
Dr Erika Hepple (Associate Supervisor) 
 
 
 
          
  
 
     
     
 
DESCRIPTION 
I am doing this research for my studies.   
Mi stap mekem research ia blong stadi blong mi. 
 
My research is looking at the teaching and learning of English vocabulary and writing at [Tepa 
Primary School on Menua Lava]. 
Research blong mi i stap lukluk long how blong tij mo lanem Inglish vocabulary mo 
raeting long [Tepa Primary School long Menua Lava]. 
 
I would like to invite you to take part in this research because you are a primary student at 
Tepa Primary School. 
Mi stap invitem yu blong tek part long research ia from yu wan primary school studen 
long Tepa Primary Skul naia. 
 
PARTICIPATION 
I would like to observe your English language classes two times each week during term 2. I 
will be audio recording the observations so I can listen to them again later.  
Mi wantem blong observem Inglis lanwis klas blong yu tu taem long wan wik long 
term namba tu. Bae mi recordem evri samting blong makem se mi save lisin long hem 
afta. 
 
During the classroom observations I will be looking at the everyday practices of the teaching 
and learning of vocabulary and writing in English. I will need to audio record the lesson, so 
that everything that happens can be correctly noted. 
Long clasrum bae mi stap lukluk long how we yu stap teach mor lanem vocabulary 
mor writing long inglish everyday. I nid blong mi recordem evri leson blong mi save 
haremsave evry samting we I stap hapen long clasrum. 
 
Your participation in this project is entirely voluntary. If you do agree to take part, you can 
exit from the project without comment or penalty. If you exit from the project, on request, I 
will destroy any information I have collected from you. Your decision to take part or not take 
part in this project will not affect your relationship with me, or QUT at any time. 
Evri samting we bae yu makem long program ia, yu bae yu fri blong makem or yu no 
makem. Sapos yu no wantem part long program ia, yu save requestem mi nomo blong 
yu out. Sapos yu askim mi bae mi save destroyem evri information we mi bin 
collectem finis we hem i mentionem nem blong yu long hem or we hem i recordem 
voice blong yu long hem. Sapose yu makem decision ia, we yu no wantem tek part 
long program ia, tetaem ol samting ia bae hem i no save affectem relationship blong 
yumi. 
 
EXPECTED BENEFITS 
It is expected that this project will not directly benefit you. However the results of this 
research will benefit future students by offering ways to help them improve the learning of 
English vocabulary and writing in English.  
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 Mifala ekspektem se project ia probably bae hem i no helpem yu. Rison we mifala stap 
mekem research ia bae hem i helpem ol studen long future from we bae mifala helpem 
olgeta blong lanem Inglis vocabulary mor raet long Inglis. 
 
RISKS 
There are minimal risks that you may experience if you choose to take part in this research. 
These include: 
Hem i gat wanwan risk nomo sapos we yu tek part long thisfela research. Oli 
includem: 
 
1. Anxiety and nervousness (for example, feeling worried or frightened before or during the 
classroom observations) 
Wan samting we mit bae yu filim maet bae yu fraet bifor yu go insaed long klasrum or 
taem we mi stap lukluk yu long klasrum 
 
To help you, I will do the following: 
Blong helpem yu bae mi mekem olsem: 
 
• Spend time with you outside class time so you can get to know me 
• Bae mi spendem taem withem yu outsaed long klasrum blong yu save long mi 
bifor mi lukluk yu long clasrum 
 
• Endeavour to make you feel comfortable and relaxed at all times when I am in the 
classroom 
• Bae mi triem blong makem yu fil glad mor yu relax ol taem we mi stap withem 
yu long klasrum 
 
• Remind you that I will not be assessing you, your behaviour in the classroom or your 
work in any way.  
• Bae mi remindem yu se bae mi no jujem yu or ol wok blong yu long klasrum 
 
• I will not interrupt your classes or interfere with your activities 
• Bae mi no disturbem ol klas or activiti blong yu 
 
• Answer any questions you have about what I am looking at in the classroom or my 
research 
• Bae mi answerem eni kwestin blong yu aboutem wanem we mi stap lukluk 
long hem long klasrum mor research blong mi 
 
2. Distraction and disturbance in the classroom due to me being in the classroom  
Distruben long klasrum blong yu from we mi stap insaed long klasrum 
 
To help you, I will do the following: 
Blong helpem yu bae mi mekem olsem: 
 
• Spend more time in your classroom in the first few weeks so you can get used to me 
being there 
• Bae mi spendem fulap taem long klasrum blong yu blong first few wik blong 
yu save long mi  
 
• Interact with you outside the classroom so you can get to know me 
• Bae mi spendem taem withem yu outsaed long clasrum blong mekem se yu 
save mi 
 
• Learn your names quickly  
• Bae mi lanem nem blong yu huriup 
 
• I will not take part in your English lessons, either by helping the teacher or you 
• Bae mi no tek part blong ol leson. Bae mi no helpem yu or tija 
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• I will sit at the back of the classroom so I will not be a distraction to you during your 
lesson 
• Bae mi staon behind long klasrum blong yu i mi no distrubem yu  
 
PRIVACY AND CONFIDENTIALITY 
All comments and responses from the observations will be kept confidential. 
Evri information we bae mi tekem long research blong mi bae mi no save givem out 
long ol man 
 
The classroom observations will be audio recorded so that everything that happens will be 
correctly noted.  I will not give your name. I will write “student 1” so that it will be confidential.  
Rison we mi stap recordem evri samting long klasrum blong yu long mek sure se mi 
tekem ol notes we mi no mistem. Bae mi no save givem out nem blong yu. Bae mi 
raetem wan namba blong jenjem nem blong yu so bae mi no givem out nem blong yu 
 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE 
If you want to volunteer for this research, please sign the written consent form.  
Sapos yu wantem volunteer long disfala research plis saenem form 
 
QUESTIONS / FURTHER INFORMATION ABOUT THE PROJECT 
If have any questions, or if you want more information about this research, you can talk to 
me or my supervisors. Here are the details: 
Sapos yu gat eni kwestin or yu wantem save mo information aboutem disfala research 
yu save storian withem mi or withem ol bos blong mi 
 
Emma Caukill – Principal Researcher Dr Lynette May – Principal 
Supervisor 
Office of Education Research 
Faculty of Education 
School of Cultural and 
Professional Learning  
Faculty of Education  
Phone +61 428 334364 Phone +61 7 31383462 
Email emma.caukill@qut.edu.au Email 
lynette.may@qut.edu.au 
  
 Dr Erika Hepple – Associate 
Supervisor 
 School of Cultural and 
Professional Learning  
Faculty of Education 
 Phone     +61 7 31385962 
 Email       e.hepple@qut.edu.au  
  
 
CONCERNS / COMPLAINTS REGARDING THE CONDUCT OF THE PROJECT 
QUT is committed to research integrity and the ethical conduct of research projects.  
However, if you do have any concerns or complaints about the ethical conduct of the project 
you may contact the QUT Research Ethics Unit on +61 7 3138 5123 or email 
ethicscontact@qut.edu.au. The QUT Research Ethics Unit is not connected with the 
research project and can facilitate a resolution to your concern in an impartial manner. 
QUT hem i mas mek sure se ol research we mifala stap makem, bae mifala mekem 
long wan stret way. Sapos yu gat wan tingting or complen aboutem how we mifala i 
stap runnem project ia yu save contactem QUT Research Ethics Unit on +61 7 3138 
5123 or email ethicscontact@qut.edu.au. QUT Research Ethics Unit hem i not 
connected withem research project blong mi mor oli save makem wan way blong 
solvem wan problem sapos we i gat long research ia. 
 
Thank you for helping with this research project.  Please keep this sheet for your information. 
Tankiu tumas blong help withem disfala research project. Plis keepem disfala pepa 
blong information blong yu.  
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CONSENT FORM FOR QUT RESEARCH 
PROJECT 
– Classroom Observations (Students) – 
A Case Study of the Influences of Bislama on Young Learners’ Lexical Choices  
in their Written English in a Rural Vanuatu Primary School  
QUT Ethics Approval Number 1300000247 
RESEARCH TEAM CONTACTS  
Emma Caukill – Principal Researcher Dr Lynette May – Principal 
Supervisor 
Office of Education Research 
Faculty of Education 
School of Cultural and 
Professional Learning  
Faculty of Education  
Phone +61 428 334364 Phone +61 7 31383462 
Email emma.caukill@qut.edu.au Email 
lynette.may@qut.edu.au 
  
 Dr Erika Hepple – Associate 
Supervisor 
 School of Cultural and 
Professional Learning  
Faculty of Education 
 Phone     +61 7 31385962 
 Email       e.hepple@qut.edu.au  
  
STATEMENT OF CONSENT 
By signing below, you are indicating that you: 
Sapos we yu signem pepa ia, bae yu telam out se: 
 
• Have read and understood the information document about this research 
• Yu bin ridim mor understandem ol information aboutem disfala research 
 
• Have had any questions answered to your satisfaction. 
• Ol question blong yu mifala answerem finis 
 
• Understand that if you have any more questions you can contact the research team. 
• Yu save se sapos yu gat eni more Kwestin aboutem disfala research yu save 
contactem tim blong mifala 
 
• Understand that you are free to withdraw at any time without comment or penalty. 
• Yu save se yu save out long program ia long eni taem sapos yu wantem. Bae 
mifala no save askem wan fine long yu 
 
• Understand that you can contact the Research Ethics Unit on +61 7 3138 5123 or 
email ethicscontact@qut.edu.au if you have concerns about the ethical conduct of 
the project. 
• Yu save se yu save contactem Research Ethics Unit on +61 7 3138 5123 or 
email ethicscontact@qut.edu.au sapos yu gat wan tingting aboutem way we 
mifala i stap ranem program ia 
 
• Understand that the research will include an audio recording. 
• Yu understandem se research ia bae hem i includem recording blong ol sound 
long klasrum mor ol interview 
 
• Understand that non-identifiable data collected in this project may be used as 
comparative data in future research. 
• Yu save se ol information we nem blong yu i no stap long hem bae mi save 
usem blong comparem withem ol information long future research blong mi 
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• Agree to participate in the project. 
• Yu agri blong tek part long disfala project 
 
 
Name  
Would you like to take part 
in this research project? 
Bae yu wantem tek part 
long research project? 
 
Tick the face that applies to 
you  
Bae yu mekem mark long 
fes  
 
Yes ☐ No☐ 
Date  
 
Please return this sheet to the investigator. 
Plis returnem long form blong researcher 
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 Appendix I: 
Story Writing: Who Caught Whom? 
 
English Language Year 6 Pupils Book (2006, p.83). 
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Appendix J: 
Letter Writing: A Letter to Steven 
 
English Language Year 5 Pupils Book (2000, p.197-198) 
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